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ABSTRACT 
This is a study of the relationship between persistent 
Bantu traditional values and social, political and economic 
institutions, using the premises of the Convergence Theory 
and the Invariance Hypothesis to determine what that 
relationship should be. 
Traditional values like the concept of man as a life 
force, the principle of communalism and the belief in the 
interaction between the dead, the living and those to be 
born have remained invariant throughout the history of the 
-vii-
Bantu. This, contrary to the prescriptions of the dominant 
modernization theory which calls for the dismantling of 
these values once the society faces the so called "universal 
forces of change," like the introduction of modern 
industries, the development of means of communications, the 
growth of urban centers and above all, the development of 
modern science and technology. 
We used a descriptive analysis approach to examine the 
relationship between values and patterns of authority on the 
one hand and patterns of solidarity on the other. We did 
this first in the traditional setting. Then we did an 
analytical content criticism of those values in the colonial 
and post colonial periods which most people link to the 
introduction of modernization in Africa. 
We found out that, despite change in the environment, 
traditional values stay the same. Change will occur at the 
structural level but in order for the new institutions to be 
legitimate, they must reflect the traditional values of the 
people. This in a way explains the failure of some imposed 
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The purpose of this study is twofold: first, to investi-
gate the possibilities of how to piece together Bantu polit-
ical traditions gleaned through oral history and other frag-
mented sources for the purpose of identifying uniquely Bantu 
authority codes. These are the concept of man as a life 
force, the principle of communalism and the religious belief 
of cosmical interaction between the living, the dead and the 
future generations. These cultural meaning codes presuppose 
the separate existence of both subjective and collective im-
ages of the fundamental nature of society in terms of the 
parts-whole relationship and the role of authority in rela-
tions. 1 They inform individuals of their relationship to the 
State and to others in society. These culturally derived 
aspects of a society's underlying and unalterable meaning 
principles define the meaning of authority by stating the 
grounds on which authoritative decisions are binding on the 
members of society. 2 
1 Rainer C. Baum, "Authority Codes: The Invariance Hypothe-
sis," 
p.16. 
in Zeitschrift fur Soziologie, 6 (January 1977) 
2 Ibidem p.15. 
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Second, we intend to analyze the relationship between 
these authority codes and traditional political and social 
institutions. This linkage will show that traditional insti-
tutions evolved from a set of established traditional val-
ues. Since these values have remained invariant, there is a 
need to adjust modern institutions to reflect that mainte-
nance of organic solidarity with the past. 
Our aim is to show that there are traditional values that 
have resisted the efforts of the colonial and the neo-colo-
nial States to suppress them and replace them with values 
based on the historical experience of the West. Among these 
values are included the legitimized traditional patterns of 
authority and patterns of intergenerational and intra-group 
solidarity systems. These traditions are alive and well 
throughout the African continent today. The challenge facing 
us is to identify ways to have them perform modern func-
tions. We will study the different traditional political 
structures of the Bantu. These political structures reflect 
different authority relations between the rulers and their 
subjects. The patterns of authority varied with the struc-
tural properties of ethnic groups. This discussion will de-
lineate the continuities and discontinuities in traditional 
patterns of authority and decision-making as these come un-
der the influence of environmental change caused by modern-
ization. 
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We will also examine the principle of intergenerational 
and intergroup solidarity because these patterns of social 
relationships have not changed whether the Muntu lives in a 
traditional or a modern setting. Here we will focus our at-
tention on three different aspects of intragroup contact and 
solidarity: language fluency, the structure of the extended 
family and the economics of prestation. Proficiency in one's 
mother tongue and the ability to communicate in it when 
among fellow ethnic group members is an indication of the 
level of intragroup contact and solidarity. We will study 
the impact environmental change has on people's ability to 
express themselves fluently in their indigenous languages 
and how this in turn affects the cohesiveness and solidarity 
of the ethnic group. It is obvious that the survival of an 
ethnic group is highly related to the persistence of its me-
dium of communication. The second indicator of intragroup 
solidarity is the persistence of the structure of the ex-
tended family. It was observed that as the Bantu migrate 
from rural to urban areas, there will be a tendency for the 
nuclear family to become isolated from the extended family 
kin group. This contradiction of the extended family is usu-
ally evidenced in the small size of the nuclear family. The 
implications of this tendency for patterns of intragroup 
solidarity are grave, given that the extended family is the 
epicenter of the vast network of kinship ties which bind to-
gether members in traditional Bantu societies. If the nucle-
4 
ar family became isolated emotionally the same way as it was 
physically from the extended family this would result in a 
breakdown of the whole network of kinship ties. African 
countries are not equipped with institutional structures 
that would protect the individual the way the extended fami-
ly does. So it is our belief that the endurance of this val-
ue is worth exploiting. 
Another factor that fosters the cohesiveness of ethnic 
groups is the prestation system. This is an economic phenom-
enon in which the giving of gifts is used to create social 
obligations. Belshaw 3 describes prestation systems as in-
volving exchange within a network of social imperatives. 
They have two aspects: obligatory and voluntary. An individ-
ual may be forced to bestow gifts due to social obligations, 
pressures or sanctions. Conversely, he may choose to employ 
gifts to create reciprocal obligations as an investment in 
future services. This phenomenon prevailed in traditional 
societies and is still a dominant feature of modern econom-
ics in Africa today. The urban dweller functions largely 
within a prestation network. His consumption expenses and 
much of his nonconsumption outlays are socially dictated by 
traditional values. This study will show that family obliga-
tions can create a reservoir of savings which, if invested 
in school fees for example, can boost the level of education 
3 Cyril Belshaw, Traditional Exchange and Modern Markets, 
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1965), pp.46-49. 
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of the population at large. By thus channeling surplus funds 
toward a more productive use, the prestation obligations can 
hold down luxury consumption and contribute to a more effec-
tive allocation of scarce resources. 
African traditional values continue to influence the way 
people relate to each other, to societal institutions and to 
authority. The examination of African traditional values 
will help us to understand the ways in which Africans organ-
ized their societies. Such a study will allow us to point 
to the areas where there is continuity with present manifes-
tations of authority relations. The very fact that these 
underlying principles of relationships have endured through-
out African history, in almost all parts of the continent, 
among people of various linguistic and ethnic types and 
above all, the colonial and the neocolonial efforts to sup-
press them and replace them with institutions founded on 
Western beliefs is indicative of their enduring qualities 
and their inseparability from the cultural life of the Afri-
can people. 
A little more than a century ago, the European colonial 
powers decided to divide the African continent into differ-
ent political territorial units. This marked the beginning 
of what we know as the colonial period. This era was very 
destructive, mostly because it denigrated the sense of self, 
of pride in being African. This process of denigration led 
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to a perception of self-hatred. Such perceptions 1n turn led 
to the questions: is it possible to create a new world based 
on self-hatred? Is it true that African traditions impair 
political and economic development in the new States of Af-
rica? Are the State structures inherited from colonialism, 
alone, conducive to State and Nation- building in Africa? 
What are alternate sources of State and Nation- building in 
Africa? If these questions are well addressed, many precon-
ceived ideas about African traditions will be overcome and 
existing methodology and theory in the field of political 
integration will be improved. The ultimate goal is to recom-
mend both scholars and political practitioners to view Afri-
can traditions not as an enemy, but as a source of inspira-
tion, an ally on the road to political modernization. 
The colonial powers decided to divide Africa into differ-
ent political territories• with the assumption that Africans 
would reject their traditional institutions and adopt those 
of their colonial masters. By imposing Western social, po-
litical and economic institutions to Africa, colonialists 
expected them to perform an array of functions the same way 
as they did in Western societies. To some extent, aspects of 
modernization theory provided the intellectual background 
for this effort to eliminate the traditions of the African 
people. 
4 Great Britain, France, Portugal, Spain, Germany, and Italy 
were among those present at the Berlin conference in 1885. 
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Two alternate theories of modernization will provide a 
theoretical background to this study. First, there is the 
conventional modernization theory, or Convergence Theory 5 
which argues that a systemic reduction in the substantive 
variations among political systems will occur as a conse-
quence of increased economic development. By economic devel-
opment, convergence theorists mean the creation of urban 
centers, the birth of modern industries, access to education 
by the majority of people and improvement of means of commu-
nication.' Since all societies will have to respond to these 
universal forces at some point of their history, and based 
on the assumption that these responses will eventually be 
similar, structural variances among societies will, again 
eventually be reduced. 7 On the contrary, there will emerge 
an equivalence in functions among societies, a high level of 
structural differentiation and a specification of functions. 
They also predicted that non Western societies will adopt a 
"rationalist" and "positivist" spirit instead of "their an-
ti-progress traditional values". The result of all this, ac-
cording to convergence theorists is the form of a democratic 
s Talcott Parsons, The Evolution of Societies, 
Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall Press-,-1977). 
(Englewood 
Seymour Lipset, "Some Social Requirements of Democra-
cy," in American Political Science Review, 53, #l(March 
1959): 69-105. 
' Daniel Lerner, op cit p.46 
7 Talcott Parsons, The Social System, 
Press, 1958). 
(Glencoe: The Free 
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polity with the same structural and functional characteris-
tics as of those of the West. 
The Convergence hypothesis predicts that through the in-
fluence of Europe, African political ideas will be supplant-
ed by European ideas, methods of work, forms of governments 
and principles of economic organization. The justification 
for this hypothesis is that the nature of industrial tech-
nology necessitates institutional adaptation for economic 
survival. Mechanized agriculture with the combined harvester 
is superior to the hoe and the machette; the gun and the 
hand grenade are better than the bow and the .arrow. The for-
mer originated in the sphere of Western civilization and the 
Christian faith. Therefore, whoever wishes to give up hoe 
and machette, bow and arrow must also give up his whole cul-
ture and adopt that of the West. 
The Convergence Hypothesis has influenced the actions of 
African leaders and policy makers. Traditions are thought of 
as the antithesis of progress and economic development. For 
them, a traditional society is 
that cannot be compatible with 
sustained by a value system 
a modern society. As Karl 
Deutsch, summarizes this view, modernization process is ex-
pected to create a condition of social mobilization through 
which " ••• major clusters of old social, economic and psycho-
logical commitments are eroded or broken, and people become 
9 
available for new patterns of social behavior". 8 The new so-
cially mobilized group has needs and expectations that will 
increase to the extent of making demands for the right to 
participate in the politics and to share in the wealth of 
the nation. These demands conflict with the interests of the 
traditional class and to satisfy them, the political order 
must change. In order to accommodate the aspirations of the 
new social forces, the traditional system must be destroyed. 
Theorists who support this v1ew assume that technological 
motives which rapidly increase in the rate of economic 
growth will also facilitate socio-cultural modernization, as 
characterized by the adoption of the rationalist and positi-
vist values of the West.' 
There has been more than a century of contacts between 
Africa and the West. Therefore, it is appropriate to ask the 
following question: are African societies becoming like the 
West? The answer is 'yes' and 'no'. Yes because structural-
ly we can detect some similarities between the institutions 
which mediated modernization in Europe and America operating 
in Africa. And no, because the Euro-American environment and 
world-view is quite different from those of Africa. A soci-
ety cannot be modernized without retaining some of its en-
during cultural and psychological strengths. There are, no 
a Karl Deutsch, "Social Mobilization and Political Develop-
ment", in American Political Science Review, (September 
1961) p.494. 
' Daniel Lerner, op cit p.43-75 
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doubts, areas of convergence between African social and po-
litical organizational structures and those of the West but 
these surface similarities do not justify a convergence of 
cultural systems as well in order to achieve modernization. 
Uchendu illustrates the way culture must be understood when 
he says; "Culture is more than just heritage, a historical 
product: it is more than the expression of man's mode of 
living, some thing that individuals in each society must un-
dergo as a kind of fate or 'rite de passage'. In an age of 
modernization when man has taken political control of his 
social and cultural destiny, and .technology facilitates the 
control and subjudication of the forces of nature, culture 
must be seen as an instrumental agent, as another mode of 
intervention in our social and economic life." 10 
The decline of European empires in the second half of the 
twentieth century gave birth to a whole world of new nations 
in Africa, offering a valuable opportunity to test the fun-
damental premises of modernization theory. At independence, 
Africans inherited political, economic and social institu-
tions modeled after those that regulated Western societies. 
In some countries, it took just a few days for these insti-
tutions to collapse as exemplified by the numerous "coup 
d'Etat" that plagued the African continent. African cul-
ture, like any other culture, has diversity as well as uni-
10 Victor Uchendu, "The Challenge of Cultural Transition in 
Sub-Saharan Africa," in Annals, American Academy of Po-
litical and Social Science (1977). 
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ty. Despite the long period of European colonization, Afri-
can cultures have resisted European attempts to annihilate 
them. African cultures have retained their basic character-
istics the same way as European cultures have persisted from 
traditional and preindustrial stages through industrializa-
tion to the industrial stages. Convictions like the hier-
archy of values with man at its highest level, social soli-
darity or communalism with vital participation of the 
individual as the driving force of life in the community and 
cosmical solidarity with the dead, the living and those to 
be born, these convictions and many other are the backbone 
of African culture. 
Japan has shown us that modern technology and modern 
forms of organization can be mastered without abandoning 
one's traditional values. Modernity can be assimilated to a 
non-Western culture without destroying it. Reinhard Ben-
dix 11 has added a cultural dimension to the prescriptions of 
the convergence paradigm saying that culture has a determi-
nant role to play in countries that are trying to modernize 
their political systems. Modern political and social struc-
tures designed to regulate relationships between individuals 
on the one hand and between individuals and authority on the 
other, will be more effective in doing so if they have their 
roots in the culture of that particular society. Bendix ar-
11 Reinhard Bendix, "Tradition and Modernity Reconsidered", 
in Comparative Studies in Society and History, 9(April 
1967). 
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gues that the theory of development based on Western experi-
ence is ethnocentric since it ignores that modernization may 
follow very different patterns. 
With the understanding that some traditional institutions 
should be preserved to serve modern functions, Eisenstadt, 
in his book Tradition, Change and Modernity,"..:._: introduces 
us to the notion of modernity as a new type of "Great Tradi-
tion" Lloyd and Suzanne Rudolph refer to Bendix and Eisen-
stadt as their conceptual predecessors. They entitled their 
very influential book on the political development of India, 
The Modernity 2f Tradition. What is under severe criticism 
here is mostly the idea that modernity and tradition are 
radically contradictory. There are elements of tradition 
that make modernity what it is. In Rudolph's words, "if tra-
dition and modernity are seen as continuous rather than sep-
arated by an abyss, if they are dialectically rather than 
dichotomously related, and if internal variations are at-
tended to and taken seriously, then those sectors of tradi-
tional society that contain or express potentialities for 
change from dominant norms and structures become critical 
for understanding the . nature and processes of moderniza-
tion."13 If tradition is so important in building modern na-
tions, its preservation becomes an imperative, and where at-
12 Eisenstadt, S.N., Tradition,Change and Modernity (New 
York: John Wiley and Sons,l973). 
13 Lloyd and Suzanne Rudolph, The Modernity of Tradition, 
(Chicago: The University of Ch1cago Press, 1967) p.lO. 
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tempts have been made to destroy it, its restoration is an 
obligation. Rudolph's argument concerning the modernity of 
tradition and its correlates, "that modernity incorporates 
traditional aspects" 14 is supported by an excellent illus-
tration. They examine how horizontal solidarities and inter-
ests latent in the caste system have been used in its struc-
tural, functional and cultural transformation. In its 
transformed state, caste has helped India's peasant society 
make a success of representative democracy and fostered the 
growth of equality by making Indians less separate and more 
alike. Traditional law was characterized by simultaneous 
conflict and integration of parochial customary law and an 
overarching pattern of sacred law that was cultivated and 
interpreted by Brahmans. The need for more uniform law that 
followed the introduction of the British raj strengthened 
the second at the expense of the first. For some time in a 
variety of ways, indigenous high culture law aided in estab-
lishing a national legal framework." 15 
This alternate way of understanding modernization paved 
the way for an alternate theory , the Invariance Theory 1 ar-
ticulated for the first time by Baum in his article entitled 
"Authority Codes: The Invariance Hypothesis". 1 ' This theory 
l 4 Lloyd and Suzanne Rudolph, Idem, p.l2. 
l 5 Lloyd and Suzanne Rudolph, Idem, p.ll. 
l ' Rainer Baum, "Authority Codes: The Invariance Hypo the-
sis", in Zeitschrift Fur Soziologie, 6(Jan.l977) pp.S-28. 
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gives a primordial role to tradition. It assumes that as a 
society becomes more and more complex, it experiences inter-
nal conflicts relating to the "nature of man's contingency 
on man" as Baum 17 puts it. These differences are irreconcil-
able and may originate societal chaos. In order to handle 
these paradoxes and assure societal harmony, each society 
develops a "culture specific set of coping mechanisms which, 
due to · their generality and the on-going nature of the con-
flicts they are designed to handle, remain invariant once 
they have been crystallized." 11 
Baum argues that among these cultural coping mechanisms, 
the most important and the more likely to crystallize are 
the legitimation codes of authority and concepts of individ-
ualism which serve to define the relationships of the State 
to the individual and the individual to other members of so-
ciety. These coping mechanisms have not been affected by the 
so-called forces of modernization. Their surface structures 
may change but the cultural coping mechanisms, i.e. the un-
derlying principles that represent the basis for the organi-
zation of the social system remain invariant. Institutions 
like the political system, the economic system, the social 
system and the cultural system may change in their struc-
tures when modernization occurs. But the coping mechanisms 
17 Rainer Baum, "Authority and Identity: The Invariance Hy-




which are determined by culture remain invariant. 
This way of conce1v1ng modernizing change shows that per-
sistent cultural specificity is not antithetical to prog-
ress. Economic growth and development are compatible with 
invariant authority relations. As Baum 1 ' puts it, moderniza-
tion will necessarily eventuate in developmental change 
within a societal system, however, the established underly-
ing authority relations of the system will persist. Change 
is likely to occur when its motives are formulated, imple-
mented and communicated in accordance with the prevailing 
. authority codes. As modernization efforts advance a society 
towards modernity, individuals will adapt to organizational, 
structural and value changes, but they will not accept pro-
posed system modifications that either in themselves or in 
their manner of implementation contravene the prevailing 
codes of authority. 
The Invariance Hypothesis provides us with an opportunity 
to study the phenomenon of modernization by locating funda-
mental differences at the cultural level of individual so-
cial systems which explain the variations among nations at 
advanced levels of modernization. Invariance studies the 
main aspects of continuity and discontinuity. The normative 
cultural rules determine whether specific modernization 
change prescriptions are appropriate or not. Those rules de-
1
' Rainer Baum, Op.Cit. P.7 
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fine the society's relations of authority and they establish 
a legitimacy basis for the exercise of governmental power. 
Changes in beliefs and values related to the identity of 
a particular society will be more fundamental and far reach-
ing in their impact on modernization if they are permitted 
by these persistent relations of societal authority. The in-
variance hypothesis helps in the identification of these 
persistent, society specific authority codes which determine 
the requirements for both the regime-type and the preferred 
decision-making strategies for the formulation of change 
oriented public policy and its implementation through polit-
ical action. 
This study proposes to examine the Invariance Hypothesis 
as a derivative of cultural approach to social development. 
At this point, we would like to make it clear that the In-
variance Hypothesis is not opposed to the introduction of 
Western institutions nor is it against the suppression of 
those values that are no longer compatible with modern soci-
ety. What we are arguing is that we can have modern institu-
tions but their functions will be different from the func-
tions they perform in other societies. As for traditional 
institutions, we are not calling for a systematic return to 
the traditional times. We are suggesting that those institu-
tions that have survived be adapted and given modern func-
tions. 
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We will focus on African beliefs, views of man, communi-
ty, authority, ideas and principles of organization that 
ought to govern the African people. One of the major find-
ings of the Invariance Hypothesis was that once the cultural 
patterns of a social system have been crystallized, modern-
ization will have no effect on them. African values have 
appeared in numerous places far apart from one another, 
among people with entirely different historical backgrounds. 
This fact suggests that these values have strong philosophi-
cal bases which are engraved in the culture of the people 
who have adopted them. 
It makes sense to look at traditional aspects of poli-
"tics, economics and social life that manifested themselves 
in the African context and take them as expressions of po-
litical philosophy. These forms could also be seen as indi-
cators of the basic societal values that underpinned the po-
litical system and permeated the value system of the group. 
Assuming that various African peoples developed their polit-
ical systems in accordance with the political philosophies 
that regulate their society, we can deduce the nature and 
scope of that political thought through the forms them-
selves. For that matter, this thesis will demonstrate the 
extent to which the great structural variety of African 
forms reflects certain basic assumptions that Africans made 
about the nature of human collectivities, the nature of so-
cietal interaction, and the desired relationship between 
power and authority. 
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Political anthropologists 20 have done an excellent work 
identifying traditional political systems in Africa. Two 
main types of political structures are usually distin-
guished. First, there were those that lacked centralized 
forms of political authority. These were of several kinds: 
segmentary lineage systems, in which political authority as 
such could not easily be distinguished from lineage and even 
domestic authority; age based societies, in which holders of 
age set or age grade status exercise political authority by 
virtue of that status; association controlled societies in 
which political authority is exercised by village associa-
tions, councils, secret societies and similar institutions; 
it would seem that the first of these sub-types was the most 
widespread in traditional Africa. 
Secondly, there were societies with some form of kingship 
or clearly defined central chieftainship. These include seg-
mentary states, states with chiefs or kings whose subjects 
are their own kin, states in which the subjects are cultur-
ally homogeneous with their rulers, but not kin to them; 
20 The pioneer work on these typologies was that done by 
E.M. Fortes and Evans-Pritchard, African Political ~­
terns, (London: Oxford University Press, 1940). 
Later works include those by; 
Middleton and Tait, Tribes Without Rulers: Studies in Af-
rican Segmentary Systems, (London, Routledge and~egan 
Paul,l958). 
Beattie, J.H.M., "Checks on the Abuse of Political Power 
in Some African States: A Preliminary Framework for Anal-
ysis." in Sociologus, 9 (1959), 97-115. 
Vansina Jan, "A Comparison of African Kingdoms", in Afri-
ca 32(April 1962):324-335. 
19 
states in which rulers and subjects are culturally and eth-
nically heterogeneous; confederations of principalities un-
der the titular rule of the oldest among elders. 
We will illustrate our point by presenting cases that de-
scribe the political processes of a selected number of eth-
nic groups. We will focus on the way these traditional val-
ues were able to influence public policies in the 
precolonial period. And if these traditions have remained 
invariant throughout the history of the Bantu, it is normal 
that they influence public policy in today's societies as 
well. Therefore, it is imperative that we find means to make 
them perform modern functions. This study will develop a ba-
sis for understanding the question of State and Nation 
building among the Bantu, the ultimate goal of political 
modernization. 
For the Bantu, solidarity transfers are an outward mani-
festation of a more or less permanent relationship, cement-
ing bonds between individuals or between/within social 
groups. As such, they may also be considered more sharing or 
generosity to be continued throughout the individual's life. 
Such virtues are impressed on children from the earliest 
years and the continued manifestation of generosity through-
out life is a prerequisite to obtaining prestige in the eth-
nic group. The extended family plays a crucial role in 
maintaining responsibility for the inculcation of tradition-
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al values in new members. The prestation system, which fos-
ters harmony within the group, is important because there is 
no clear distinction between an individual's property and 
collective property. Among most ethnic groups, the right of 
ownership is at the same time both individual and collec-
tive, as the individual is, first and foremost, a member of 
a collective group.z 1 In strictly economic terms, this means 
that members of the descent group are responsible for the· 
production and consumption of basic necessities such as food 
and shelter. In addition most special skills to transform 
raw materials to finished products as baskets, nets, wooden 
objects are found within the extended family. The extended 
family also assures its continuation by maintaining respon-
sibility for the inculcation of traditional values in new 
members. 
This is relevant to this study because, although removed 
from the extended family solidarity patterns of traditional 
society, the modern Muntu still functions to a great extent 
within ihat same social and economic network. 
zl Biletsi, E., "La Solidarite Chez les Ambuum." in Etudes 
Congolaises, XI, (1968), pp.4-24. 
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1.1 LIMITATIONS 
The most obvious and greatest limitation in studying or 
researching into indigenous Bantu social institutions comes 
from the fact that it is an unwritten history. A researcher 
can not ignore the problems raised by this lack of written 
evidence. The obvious problems of genuine sources about what 
the Bantu actually said and did, rather than the foreign im-
pressions, or the interpretations of these impressions about 
Bantu philosophy and way of life, are complicated by the 
preliterate conditions under which many Bantu lived. Yet, 
it is largely such researches that produced the intellectual 
background to this study. In addition, Bantu political 
thought can be found in myths, proverbs, folk tales and be-
liefs of the people. There are however enormous difficulties 
in understanding and interpreting them. The possibility of 
misunderstanding and misinterpreting is vast. A student of 
Bantu traditional thought who was trained in the West needs 
to divorce himself from that background and avoid the possi-
bility of introducing foreign ideas into the analysis and 
thus understanding the Bantu through foreign eyes. 
We tried to 
quest ion. In 
get at the _inner meaning of the material in 
our reconstruction of Bantu traditional 
thought, we have selected from the traditional sources, some 
results obtained by Bantu philosophers that we found impor-
tant in our analytical evaluation. 
When talking about Bantu traditions, 
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we mean the tradi-
tions that prevailed among the Bantu prior to formal coloni-
alism. It is true that before 1885, these traditions were 
influenced by the numerous contacts between on the one hand, 
European explorers, merchants and slave traders and on the 
other, African chiefs. But, for the sake of this thesis, 
pre-colonial traditions will be considered traditional. 
It would have been ideal to study every single Bantu eth-
nic group and see what it has to offer. This is a gigantic 
task that Africanists must undertake if people of Bantu de-
scent are to use their heritage in a more effective way. We 
relied on data collected by anthropologists, historians, so-
ciologists and political scientist who have done fieldwork 
in various part of Africa. 
A third limitation lays in the fact that very little has 
been done to study the traditional political heritage of the 
Bantu. This lack of first hand materials makes it difficult 
for someone relying on library research to expand the sam-
ples of his or her research. We hope that this study will 
enlighten students of political modernization and incite 
them to research this field. 
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1.2 DEFINITIONS 
The concepts of "tradition" and "modernity" and their de-
rivatives are the major terms of the argument. We will de-
fine them for the sake of clarity. 
Tradition in this thesis means a long established custom 
or practice that has the effect of an unwritten law. We fol-
low the belief that the present must be understood as a con-
tinuation, and never as an initiation, of social and politi-
cal identity. " A traditional order", as James Coleman 22 
says , can reject, tolerate, assimilate or exploit an inno-
vation, and as well, elements of tradition can themselves be 
exploited by a modernizing movement". 
We have used the terms "traditional" and "modern" to in-
dicate the two types of political systems found in Africa 
before and after 1885. By the "traditional political insti-
tutions" we mean those institutions deriving from the peo-
ples customs and traditions for maintaining law and order in 
the society. Therefore, a tradition is an institution for 
perpetuating what has been institutionalized by the customs 
and the traditions of the people. Thus, traditional institu-
tions lay strong emphasis on what has been handed down from 
the past and on what people believe has always been. 
22 James Coleman, " Tradition and Nationalism in Tropical 
Africa" in Kilson M., New States in the Modern World, 
(Cambridge Mass.: Harvard Univers1ty-press, 1975) p.8. 
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On the other hand, "modern institutions" mean to distin-
guish any other political alien rule recently introduced 
among the Bantu and which has never been part of the Bantu 
belief-system. The European introduced political institu-
tions are examples of modern institutions. The difference is 
that modern institutions are not the product of the indige-
nous people's customs and traditions. 
When we talk of "traditional political institutions" we 
mean the whole mechanism evolved in the traditional politi-
cal system, we do not only consider one section of the in-
stitutions, for example the village, which many people have 
taken to represent the whole system of the traditional po-
litical institutions. In this study, the "lineage head" is 
equally important in his political role as the village 
chief. 
Traditional thought refers to the manner and process of 
forming ideas, concepts and judgements, and hence, the pro-
cess of arriving at belief and holding opinion as the truth 
or nature of anything. "Thought" would also refer to the na-
ture of such ideas, concepts, beliefs and opinions whether 
expressly stated, crystallized in action or implied by it. 
We should point out that the word traditional will be used 
interchangeably with the word indigenous to avoid giving the 
misleading impression that Bantu society was static before 
the European conquest. 
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The word "political" will be understood in the context of 
the work to mean the mechanism of control in Bantu societies 
directed to maintain law and order among the members of the 
society. The various institutions which exercise this gener-
al control over the society or part of it will be termed 
"political institutions". But note must be taken that insti-
tutions such as the family and the lineage have great social 
as well as political controls. The social and political 
aspects of these institutions are so interwoven so much that 
it may be difficult to talk of the social aspect without 
mixing it up with the political aspect. 
By "authority" we mean the moral support given to the or-
ders of traditional leaders by the nature of Bantu customs 
and traditions. This political authority becomes effective 
legal political power only when the traditional leaders con-
tinue to enjoy the moral support from the people. Once a 
traditional leader comes up without the moral support of his 
people, his rule in turn will not be termed political au-
thority, but illegal political power. We may then define po-
litical power in the concept of this work as an imposition 
of political rule over a political territorial unit or with-
out the moral support of the alien rule by the inhabitants' 
customs and traditions. 
The term "tribe" is, in itself, ambiguous. "Far from be-
ing a scientific description of an actual state of affairs, 
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tribe, tribal, and tribalism are ideological terms tending 
consciously or unconsciously to discredit the peoples and 
the nations of Africa in the eyes of foreigners, or even, 
through the operation of an all too familiar process of al-
ienation, in the eyes of certain Africans." 23 It is there-
fore a word that carries with it a certain connotation. 
P.H.Gulliver, in his introduction to Traditions and Tran-
sition in East Africa," 24 says that the list of tribes es-
tablished by the colonialists were in many ways arbitrary. 
He also says that the word has been used by various people 
at different times for different purposes. First, it was 
used by the people themselves in the precolonial era to de-
scribe the units cooperating culturally and regionally, then 
by the colonialists and minorities to further their own pol-
icies, later by nationalists to obtain a local base of po-
litical power, and finally by the post independence leaders 
as something to fight against to force the unity and identi-
ty which is required in a modern State. To avoid this ambi-
guity, we will therefore discard the use of the words tribe, 
tribal and tribalism and call the units of people, "ethnic 
groups." 
23 UNESCO: Two Studies on Ethnic Group Relations in Africa, 
(Paris, 1974), p.l2. 
24 Ibid.p.l21 
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The definition of an ethnic group is complex. It is de-
rived from "ethnos," the Greek word for nation in the sense 
of a distinctive ethnic group. In this study, we understand 
an ethnic group as "a group with a common cultural tradition 
and a sense of identity which exists as a subgroup of a 
larger society." 2 s Like all groups, ethnic groups are organ-
ized about a set of common activities, be they social eco-
nomic or political; they contain people who share a convic-
tion that they have common interests and a common fate; and 
they propound a cultural symbolism expressing their cohe-
siveness. The primary factor that distinguishes ethnic 
groups from other kinds of groups is the symbolism which 
they employ. The symbolism is characterized by one of the 
following: collective myths of origin, the assertion of 
ties of kinship or blood, whether real or supposed, a my-
thology expressive of the cultural uniqueness or superiority 
of the group, and a conscious elaboration of language and 
heritage. 2 ' In this work, we adopt this Weberian definition 
of an ethnic group because we think it is the most appropri-
ate to describe the Bantu ethnic situation. Max Weber noted 
the ethnic groups are "those human groups that entertain a 
25 George Theodorson and Achilles Theodorson, A Modern Dic-
tionary £i Sociology, (New York: Crowell, 1969), p.l3s:-
2
' Tomotshu Shibutani and Kian Kwan, Ethnic Stratification: 
~Comparative Approach, (New York: Macmillan & Cie., 
1965), p.47. 
An ethnic group is defined as composed of 'those who con-
ceive of themselves as being alike by virtue of their 
common ancestry, real or fictitious, and who are so re-
garded by others'. 
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subjective belief in their common descent ••• , this belief 
must be important for the propagation of group formation; 
conversely, it does not matter whether or not an objective 
blood relationship exists. Ethnic membership (Gemeinsamkeit) 
differs from the kinship group precisely by being a presumed 
identity .•• " 27 This definition is useful to this work 1n 
that it equates ethnic group and nation. Weber linked the 
two notions when he said that the concept of nation shares 
with that of the people in the ethnic sense, the vague con-
notation that whatever is felt to be distinctively common 
must derive from common descent. 21 
By ethnic competition, I mean the struggling by ethnic 
groups for valued goods which are scarce in comparison to 
the demand for them. Ethnic competition becomes manifest 
when it is useful to a group in securing advantage or re-
sisting deprivation. Ethnic competition could be a produc-
tive characteristic of African countries if positively used 
for the purpose of economic reconstruction. 
27 Max Weber, Economy and Society (New York: Bedminster 
Press, 1968), p.389. 
28 Max Weber, Economy and Society, 
Press, 1968), p.395. 
(New York: Bedminster 
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1.3 METHODOLOGY 
This thesis will be based mostly on library and archival 
research using the descriptive content analysis, 
constructive and analytical-critical methods. We 




results, but this method has been used only where points of 
arbitration arised. The descriptive content analysis method 
will be used to identify and describe the different tradi-
tional political structures of the Bantu. The normative-con-
structive method will be used to examine the substance of 
those traditions that remain invariant in the political cul-
ture of the Bantu people. Finally,the analytical-critical 
method will be employed to determine the consistency and 
adequacy of those traditions that are resilient in among the 
Bantu today. 
A great part of the research has been based on biblio-
graphical work and library research. A selected list of 
these works is given at the end of the thesis, but most of 
the documentation has also been carefully indicated as foot-
notes. This work has also been greatly facilitated by per-
sonal experience as a Muntu, personal meetings held with ex-
perienced authors on African problems and by personal 
meetings held with African students from all over the conti-
nent. 
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1.4 ORGANIZATION OF THE THESIS 
This introduction presents the main issues and questions 
that will be discussed in this dissertation. These issues 
can be summarized as follows. There are traditional values 
that have remained invariant throughout the history of the 
Bantu. Among them, the concept of man as a life force, the 
principle of communalism and the belie f in cosmical interac-
tion between the living, the dead and the future genera-
tions. These values are likely to crystallize in Bantu soci-
eties. Therefore, institutions that will regulate the lives 
of the Bantu must reflect those values in order to be con-
sidered legitimate. 
Chapter two will review the major premises of moderniza-
tion theory and an analysis of the two alternate theories 
which constitute the theoretical basis of the study. This 
review will also demonstrate the relationship between the 
Convergence Theory, the Invariance Hypothesis and Bantu po-
litical cultures. 
Chapter three will describe the Bantu World-view. We 
will show that those traditions have been internalized by 
the new generations after African societies have been sub-
jected to the contact with the colonial and the post coloni-
al States. The emphasis in this chapter is the continuity 
and transmission from generation to generation through oral 
traditions, customs and traditional practice of a tradition-
al political culture. 
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In chapter four, we will discuss the different political 
forms that prevailed in traditional Bantu Africa. These 
forms are manifestations of patterns of authority, charac-
terized by their pluralism and the paradoxical coexistence 
of centralization and diffusion of political power. 
Chapter five will analyze the intergenerational and in-
tergroup solidarity system which could help the Bantu solve 
some of the problems modern society struggles with such as 
unemployment insurance and retirement security. The emphasis 
will be on factors that keep the ethnic group together. The 
economics of prestation are one of these factors. We will 
examine the merits of the system of gift exchange and reci-
procity. This system has endured the hard times Africa has 
gone through and if well utilized, could perform positive 
functions among the Bantu. Other equally important features 
are fluency in the language of the ethnic group and the 
structure of the extended family. 
Finally, our conclusions will suggest the need to main-
tain organic solidarity with the past. Even if Africa was 
to become a highly industrialized and technologically ad-
vanced continent, the Muntu may develop structural institu-
tions similar to those that prevail in North America or in 
Western Europe, but the underlying meaning principles will 
remain the same throughout the history of the Bantu. There-
fore, our task must be to find ways for these values to per-
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form modern functions within the new institutional frame-
work. 
This study will provide a theoretical base for an alter-
nate conception of Bantu societies. What some people would 
rather call tribal or ethnic groups are in fact nations. The 
interstate boundaries are an accident of history that was 
decided by a group of imperialists who had little in knowl-
edge of the realities of the African people and diametrical-
ly opposed goals in their minds. The ultimate recommendation 
is that in a given African country people can be at the same 




This chapter constitutes the conceptual and theoretical 
frameworks used in this thesis. We will survey the litera-
ture relating to the modernization theory with a special em-
phasis on the two theories behind this study-namely the Con-
vergence and the Invariance Hypothesis as they relate to 
non-western societies. 
Modernization plays an important role in contemporary 
theories of social change. It is often conceived of as a 
unique form of societal transformation that is historically 
rooted in Western development experience. Those who use the 
Nation-State as a focus for analysis of modernization tend 
to assume a unilinear development path with a European na-
tion as a "model" or "pace setter" country. The strategy of 
the modernizing or imitator country is viewed as one of 
"catching up" with the achievements of its "model country". 
It is in this way that modernization was confused with 
"westernization", "industrialization", or "social develop-
ment" and other cultural attributes that these generate. 
- 33 -
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Cohen's definition is a good example of this tendency, 
" ..• In its most simple terms modernization is a process of 
catching up and possibly surpassing others with respect to a 
set of preset or stipulated goals. When a manager says he 
wishes to modernize his factory, this is in effect what he 
is saying: and the leader of an underdeveloped nation im-
plies the same activity when he says that his country must 
modernize its schools, its communications system or its lo-
cal government." 1 ' The definition of modernization as a 
catch-up procesS, 30 though widespread, raises a couple of 
theoretical difficulties. First it creates an artificial di-
chotomy between tradition and modernity~ and second, by an 
overemphasis on the western model, it makes too much of an 
"imitative" strategy which heavily discounts induced and in-
novative aspects of modernization. 
1
' Cohen, R., "Modernization in Africa: A Social and 
logical Model for Analysis", Seventh Melville J. 










Development, Oxford University 
Oxford University Press: 1973), 
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2.2 THE CONVERGENCE HYPOTHESIS 
The Convergence Hypothesis has dominated modernization 
literature. Its universal assumption that once economic and 
technological changes take place, social institutions will 
change causing subsequent changes in political institutions. 
According to this paradigm, all societies will go through 
similar technological changes. Therefore, the political and 
social institutions of all societies will evolve towards a 
uniform ideal, namely a democratic society. 
Daniel Lerner, one of 
provides us with one of the 
of thought when he says: 
the leading convergence theorists 
basic postulates of this school 
" ••• the Western model of modern-
ization exhibits certain components and sequences whose rel-
evance is global. Everywhere, for example, increasing urban-
ization has tended to raise literacy; rising literacy has 
tended to increase media exposure; increasing media exposure 
has gone with wider economic participation and political 
participation. The model evolved in the West is an histori-
cal fact." 31 Here, we see that for convergence theorists, 
universal forces of change such as urbanization, industrial-
ization, education and communication will inevitably occur 
in all societies at some point in their history. This will 
make them progress from primarily agricultural to industrial 
societies. An increase in material and human resources will 
31 Daniel Lerner, op cit p.46 
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occur as a consequence of that change. As these new res-
sources increase, convergence theorists believe that the ra-
tional use of them will cause certain changes in traditional 
social and political structures and processes which are as-
sociated with political modernization. For convergence theo-
rists, "political modernization ... involves the rationaliza-
tion of authority; the replacement of a large number of 
traditional, religious, familial and ethnic political au-
thorities by a single, secular, national political authori-
ty ••• It means national integration and the centralization 
or accumulation of power in recognized national law-making 
institutions." 32 
Talcott Parsons 33 has also been identified with the Con-
vergence Theory. He predicts that, when modernization oc-
curs in a given society, a reduction of structural variances 
and the emergence of functional equivalence among societies 
and a high level of structural differentiation and function-
al specification within societies will follow. Later, in an 
article entitled "Evolutionary Universals in Society", 34 he 
argues non Western societies will adopt a rationalist and 
positivist spirit as a substitution for traditional values 
32 Samuel P. Huntington, "Political Modernization: 




33 Talcott Parsons, The Social System, 
Press, 1951). 
(Glencoe: The Free 
34 Talcott Parsons, "Evolutionary Universals in Society" in 
American Sociological Review 29 (June 1964), p.339. 
which inhibit progress toward modernization. 
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He concludes 
that the result of convergence is the achievement of a "dem-
ocratic society". 35 
Essentially then, under conditions of rational decision-
making and relative equity in available resources, conver-
gence theorists assume that all societies will make similar 
decisions regarding their social and political changes. It 
follows that political modernization will result in a de-
crease in cross-societal differences in political institu-
tions. This suggests that there is only one rational, mod-
ern, ideal political system and when modernization occurs in 
a given society, it will make the necessary steps to adjust 
its social and political institutions to make them more con-
sistent with those of this ideal system. Consequently, the 
convergence theory leaves no alternative to societies, pre-
senting a unilinear approach to political modernization. 
This paradigm has dominated the modernization literature 
to the extent of influencing both political practitioners 
and policy-makers throughout the world. Unfortunately, the 
recommendations of convergence theorists have failed to mod-
ernize non-Western s~cieties as predicted. Even in Western 
democracies, convergence has occurred to some extent but 
there are certain cultural traits that have remained invari-
ant throughout the history of Western countries. The persis-
35 Parsons, idem, p.353. 
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tent conflicts between the Basques and the Catalans in 
Spain, the Flemish and the Wallons in Belgium, the French 
speaking and the English speaking Canadians to name a few, 
suggest the resilience of irreconcilable differences among 
these people despite the fact that they have mastered indus-
trial and technological development. Also, when we look at 
the few countries that have recently become modern in the 
Western sense (I am referring here to the so-called New In-
dustrialized Countries such as Taiwan, South Korea, Bra-
zil,Singapore), none of them achieved that stage of develop-
ment with the help of Western types of political 
democracies. These facts compel any serious researcher to 
look elsewhere for alternate ways of understanding the mod-
ernization process of non Western societies. 
Under the assumptions that tradition is antithetical to 
modernity and that the direction of societal transformation 
is unidirectional and practically irreversible, moderniza-
tion theories have tended to ignore the experience of the 
Bantu which emphasizes accomodates and builds modernity upon 
the foundations of tradition In stressing this aspect of Af~ 
rican modernization experience, Levine takes strong issue 
with the dualistic convergence model that sees modernity and 
tradition as incompatible: "Conventional wisdom analyzes the 
great cultural ferment in Africa and Asia in terms of a 
stark confrontation between 'traditional' and 'Western' pat-
terns. This common place model has been employed by genera-
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tions of students of the institutions of 'non-Western' coun-
tries. It has helped us cope with the diversity of world 
cultures, substituting an image of commonality for one of 
bewildering variety, and prodding us to ask again and yet 
again in what ways the modern Western world is different 
from all other worlds. But the model's utility is not 
boundless. As understanding of non-Western societies has 
deepened and ideas have refined, the type of polarity be-
tween traditionality and Westernism has degenerated into a 
stereotype." 3 ' 
2.3 THE INVARIANCE HYPOTHESIS 
Modernity has structural and cultural characteristics. It 
is generaliy associated with increasing differentiation of 
structure and increasing specialization of function. Role 
proliferation and articulation is central to modernization, 
particularly when it is technologically centered as Fried-
land 37 points out. Associated with modernization are the 
emergence of new forms of integration, a generalized, adap-
tive capacity for the political system to articulate its 
goals, extract resources to support its programs and main-
3
' Levine, D.N., "The Flexibility of Traditional Culture," 
in Journal of Social Issues, (Vol.XXIV, #4), p.128. 
37 Friedland, W.H., "A Sociological Approach to Moderniza-
tion," in Chandler Morse and al, Modernization~ Design, 
(Rochester: Cornell University Press), 1969. 
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tain political peace; and a functional, bureaucratic service 
that is both efficient and politically unobstructive. 
Bendix and Eisenstadt have both criticized the Conver-
gence Theory. For them, the traditional Western moderniza-
tion theory is ethnocentric in that it emphasizes only eco-
nomic factors and ignores the cultural elements of a given 
society. That is why they have identified "culture specific 
symbolic meaning codes as object of continuity." 38 These 
codes will crystallize through time and will represent the 
continuity of culture throughout the process of moderniza-
tion. 
In 1967, Reinhard Bendix published an article that ques-
tioned the assumptions of the Convergence Theory. In "Tradi-
tion and Modernity Reconsidered", 3 ' Bendix argues that the 
convergence paradigm is one possible pattern of political 
development. This pattern is an ideal type valid for some 
societies, invalid for others. Therefore, it is false to 
generalize that the conclusions drawn from the political de-
velopment of western societies will apply to non western so-
cieties. The convergence theory is ethnocentric in that it 
ignores the possibility that modernization may follow dif-
ferent patterns. Convergence theorists have failed to ex-
plain differences in political and social structures and 
38 Eisenstadt, Shmuel Noah, Tradition, Change and Modernity, 
(New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1973), pp.l29-131. 
39 Reinard Bendix, op cit. 
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processes in societies which have reached high levels of ec-
onomic and technological modernization. The very existence 
of such cross-societal differences among modern societies 
proves that the convergence theory is inadequate and justi-
fies the need for an alternate paradigm like the invariance 
hypothesis. 
Ironically, to understand the Invariance Hypothesis, one 
has to study the Parsonian Action Theory 40 because it pro-
vides the framework of analysis for all theorists who are 
concerned with modernizing traditional societies. Parsons 
assumes that the - actions of individuals and collectivities 
are determined and given meaning by the cultural context 
within which they occur. 41 Therefore, to understand a given 
action, one has to view it in light of the cultural context 
within which it occured. Parsons says that the environment 
positions certain limitations and creates new needs to be 
met. The actor's 
will be influenced 
responses to these limitations and needs 
by his values and beliefs -the symbolic 
meaning system that he shares with other members of his com-
munity. The symbolic meaning system of which culture is com-
posed, thus becomes an important variable. 
40 Talcott Parsons, op.cit. 
41 Talcott Parsons, op.cit. 
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There are four aspects of human behavior that Parsons 
separates into four functional systems: 
a) The Cultural System. 
This is made up of complex symbolic meaning systems which 
help the individual to understand and justify his actions. 
b) The Social System. 
This is the social context within which the actions of indi-
viduals occur, relating their actions to actions taken by 
other individuals within their communities. 
c) The Personality System. 
This represent the process through which individuals make 
decisions, set goals for their actions taken within the 
frontiers established by the other functional systems. 
d) The Behavioral Organism. 
This is the physical aspect of the actor which defines his 
needs and limitations. 
These four functional systems do not operate independently 
from one another. They rather interact to determine the 
character and the meaning of the actions taken by an indi-
vidual. 
In The Social System, that Parsons•~ extends his Action 
Theory to the analysis of actions taken by collectivities. A 
social system is a collectivity of individuals interacting 
42 Talcott Parsons, op.cit. 
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with each other under the same circumstances and in the same 
environment for the purpose of achieving specific goals, in-
eluding the survival of the system itself. 43 The social sys-
tem is made up of four sub-systems that Parsons calls the 
Fiduciary sub-system, the Social Community, the Polity and 
the Economy. These sub-systems correspond to the functional 
systems defined in the General Theory of Action. The Fidu-
ciary sub-system links the social system to the cultural 
system. This is how it maintains the persistence of the so-
ciety's institutionalized values and guides action in terms 
of the . prevailing meaning system. 
The societal community is defined by Parsons as "the pat-
terned normative order through which the life of a popula-
tion is collectively organized.•• The societal community in-
tegrates and commands the units of the social system. The 
Polity sub-system selects the goals of the social system. 
The different social units are organized to achieve those 
goals. The mandate of the Economy sub-system is to meet the 
material requirements of the social system. The economy or-
ganizes the different social units for production, distribu-
tion and use of ressources. Once again, these sub-systems 
are divided for analytical purpose only. They have no sepa-
rate autonomy and do not exist independently. 
43 Talcott Parsons, op.cit. 
44 Talcott Parsons, Societies: Evolution 
Persyective, (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: 




These four sub-systems interact and relate to the four 
functional systems at the level of the "individual actor to 
determine the character of actions taken by the collectivi-
ty. There are four aspects of the actions taken by collec-
tivities represented by the sub-systems of the social system 
the same way as there are four aspects of individual human 
behavior represented by the four functional systems. 
There are four processes of evolutionary change that 
are associated with societal modernization. 45 
1. Differentiation: this is the process of structural and 
functional specialization of social structures. The result 
is a greater number of specialized social structures. 
2. Adaptive Upgrading: this is the process by which the 
new structures of society become more productive and effi-
cient leading to improved environmental adaptation by all 
members of the society. 
3. Inclusion: this is the process through which the so-
cial system embraces more members including those who were 
previously rejected. 
4. Value Generalization: this is the process through 
which th~ social system maintains certain values despite the 
changes that are taking place. The persistent established 
45 Talcott Parsons, op.cit. 
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values of society are broadened and "defined at a higher 
level of generality•' through reinstitutionalization. 
Of all these processes, Parsons says that differentiation 
is the single most important one that necessitates the other 
three. Differentiation leads to more societal pressure: it 
breaks existing societal structures and creates new highly 
specialized structures and functions. This pressure is re-
duced by the integrative function of the society which 
brings order and reorganizes the new units. units. More-
over, the differentiation brings with it problems of adap-
tive upgrading, inclusion and value generalization for the 
polity, the economy and the fiduciary sub-systems. 
More specialized structures and functions create the in-
tegrative problem for the societal community and the polity. 
On the one hand, there must be efficient production of in-
creased resources that will precipitate the adaptive upgrad-
ing pressures in the economy; on the other hand, value con-
tinuity must be maintained through change, which places 
pressure on the fiduciary sub-system to enlarge the value 
base so that it include the newly created social roles and 
structural patterns and functions. The newly created social 
units will be tainted with the persistent cultural patterns 
of the social system through the reinstitutionalization of 
established values • 
• , Talcott Parsons, op. cit. p.l93. 
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Parsons identified the emphasis of the four functional 
systems at the general action level by analyzing the four 
modernizing evolutionary processes. They are the Cultural 
System-Pattern maintenance; the Social System-Integration; 
the Personality System-Goal attainment and Behavioral Organ-
ism- Adaptation.'' These compulsory functions can be applied 
to all modernizing societies and sub-systems collectivities. 
This framework has been used by all schools of thought stud-
ying modernization and change. 
Parsons draws conclusions that put him in the rank of 
convergence theorists, when he asserts that a democratic 
polity is an inevitable consequence of differentiation, 
adaptive upgrading, inclusion and value generalization.' 8 
When drawing this conclusion, Parsons forgets the central 
assumption of his Action Theory that culture is the control-
ling variable in determining the actions of individuals and 
collectivities. The processes of evolutionary change obvi-
ously do lead to the modernization of the social system. A 
modern social system as instructed by the Action Theory is 
one which is highly ·differentiated with a highly productive 
and efficient economy, a high level of inclusion in the so-
cietal community and finally a highly generalized value sys-
tem. These general qualities cannot be identified necessari-
ly with any specific political structure and process. Action 
'' Talcott Parsons, op.cit. 
48 Talcott Parsons, op.cit. p.l5-18 
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Theory stipulates that the particular attributes of the po-
litical structures and processes of a social system should 
be determined by its cultural system and fiduciary sub-sys-
tern. Societal modernization can be defined in terms of lev-
els of differentiation, economy and technological complexi-
ty, inclusion and value generalization. However, there is no 
necessary inevitability between evolutionary change and a 
resulting democratic polity. One must be clear what is meant 
by "change": is it institutional, i.e. surface or fundamen-
tal, meaning values. Parsons failed also to specify what 
elements of culture remain unchanged or how these elements 
provide continuity in the social system despite moderniza-
tion. 
In Tradition, Modernity and Change, S.N. Eisenstadt 4 ' 
tackles these issues. He identifies culture specific symbol-
ic meaning codes as objects of continuity.so Once crystal -
lized, these symbolic meaning codes persist and represent 
the continuity of culture.These codes constitute a response 
to the question of meaning and order in human experience. 
They come from the complex cultural system so well defined 
by Parsons. Their task .is to" ••• determine, for the most 
part, the normative specifications of the limitations on the 
4
' Shmuel Noah Eisenstadt, Tradition, Modernity and Change, 
(New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1973), pp.129-31. 
so Shmuel N. Eisenstadt, "Post Traditional Societies and the 
Continuity and Reconstruction of Tradition, in Daedalus 
102 (Winter 1973) p.18. 
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goals available or permitted to the members of a certain 
group. Controlling the organization of directives and mecha-
nisms that regulate the flow of ressources, they set the 
pattern of exchange and interaction 
the major institutional spheres of a 
equates the symbolic meaning codes 
that takes place within 
society. 51 Eisenstadt 
with what Max Weber 
called "Wirtschaftsethik", in other words, "modes of relig-
ious or ethical orientation to a specific institutional 
sphere and its problems -the evaluation of this sphere in 
terms of · premises about the major problems of human exis-
tence and provision of guidelines for the organization of 
the major institutional spheres and for behavior within them 
in terms of the perception of these problems and of the ten-
sions inherent in human existence 52 
The symbolic meaning codes are orienting principles that 
allow the whole society to avoid chaos and to put order in 
the society so that the human experience will have value and 
meaning. Some of the problems that the symbolic meaning 
codes help the social system to cope with are the "defini-
tion of the relative importance of different dimensions of 
human existence and their bearing on the definition of cul-
tural and political identity~ the perception of the interre-
lation and mutual relevance of the cosmic, the cultural, the 
social and the political orders~ and patterns of participa-
51 Shmuel Noah Eisenstadt, idem 
52 Shmuel Noah Eisenstadt, idem, p.l34. 
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tion in the formation of social and cultural orders, or bas-
es of legitimation of such orders. 53 
Every society has its symbolic meaning codes and there-
fore, they do not correspond to any specific institutional 
structure or process. Rather, they provide a general set of 
values and beliefs which constitutes a basis for the birth 
and the growth of specific political, economic and social 
structures. 
Further, Eisenstadt says that these " ..• codes which oper-
ate in any group or society constitute a crucial aspect of . 
its 'hidden' structure." 54 The institutionalization of these 
codes as surface laws merely represents an interpretation of 
the permanent "hidden" codes and is therefore subject to 
change and reinterpretation as the society modernizes. How-
ever, the meaning codes themselves remain invariant once 
crystallized. This crystallization of symbolic meaning codes 
is the intellectual basis for Rainer Baum's synthesis of the 
invariance hypothesis. 
Rainer Baum 55 identifies two symbolic meaning codes 
around which he constructs his theory of invariance. These 
codes involve the legitimation of authority and give meaning 
53 Eisenstadt, op.cit.l34. 
54 Eisenstadt, op cit p.l4. 
55 Rainer C. Baum, "Authority Codes: The Invariance Hypothe-
sis", in Zeitschrift fur Soziologie Vol.6,#1 (1977), 
pp5-28. 
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to forms of individualism. These two codes, serve as a nor-
mative framework of values and beliefs that determine and 
give meaning to the actions of individuals and collectivi-
ties. They inform the members of society on how an authori-
tative decision is reached. This is a good way to define the 
meaning of authority relations and the nature of individual-
ism. It is these meaning codes of authority and forms of 
individualism rather than surface rules which regulate and 
codify authority. Each social system has its own criteria 
for the institutionalization of these codes. 
Baum constructed two ideal-type social systems to illus-
trate how crystallized codes effect social reality. They 
are the ex parte and ex toto ideal types. 
These ideal-types do not correspond to any specific society. 
What they do is provide a good insight. into authority codes 
and forms of individualism of social systems. 
The ex parte legitimation code of authority is based on 
the understanding that parts -1.e. individuals -are more im-
portant than the whole -i.e. the collectivity. Social order 
is negotiated directly by these parts. Once negotiations for 
social order are completed, negotiating groups obey the so-
cial system because the decisions taken are valid for every-
body.5' 
56 Rainer C. Baum, op cit p.22. 
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The ex toto legitimation code of authority is based on 
the understanding that the whole -1.e. the community -is 
more important than its parts -i.e. individuals -and the na-
ture of the social system is an intrinsic reality. This na-
ture can be disorganized only by the activity of independent 
interests. Therefore, the interests of the parts are secon-
dary to the reality of the whole. 
These two codes of authority are ideal-type frameworks 
for the resolution of conflicts between the individual and 
decision makers as well as between opposing groups within 
the social system. The ex parte and ex toto ideal types can 
also help define forms of individualism. The ex parte form 
of individualism corresponds to the ex parte code of author-
ity in that one defines himself from his association with 
others. An individual's definition of himself depends on 
his affiliation with different collectivities within the so-
cial system. In the ex toto form of individualism, personal 
identity is determined by the societal reality into which 
the individual is born. As a result, a sense of identity is 
obtained by conforming to the role determined by that reali-
ty rather than through voluntary associations with other 
members of the society. 57 The~ toto individualist conforms 
to a role determined by cultural standards and ideals. His 
conformity is an obligation to a conception of the social 
57 Rainer Baum, "Authority and Identity: The Invariance Hy-
pothesis II" in Zeitschrift fur Soziologie, vol.6, #4 
(Oct.l977), p.352. 
52 
system, not a matter of his own choice. On the contrary, the 
ex parte individualist has the choice of the group he wants 
to identify with. Obedience is important in both forms of 
individualism. However, acceptance of this obedience differs 
in the two systems. The ex parte individual is free to make 
choices in life while these choices are predetermined for 
the ex toto individual. These two forms of individualism are 
principles that help organize the social system. The fact 
that these frameworks are ideal-types implies that different 
social systems may institutionalize the organizing princi-
ples of the same ideal-type framework in completely differ-
ent ways. 
This does not empeach all ex parte social systems to or-
ganize around certain common premises as to how important 
the individual is to the whole system and what role should 
he play in the development of the social order. These as-
sumptions are different from those of the ex toto social 
systems which are based on a preconceived view of the social 
order. 
Seeing that ex parte or ~ toto social systems have cer-
tain assumptions held in common by all societies in either 
classification, we can trace functional equivalents among 
the various social structures and processes of social sys-
terns that have institutionalized the same type of authority 
codes and forms of individualism in different ways. However, 
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it is not possible to establish functional equivalents be-
tween social systems that do not share a common framework of 
orienting values. Therefore, the functional equivalents re-
quired for a valid comparison of ex parte with ex toto so-
cial systems cannot be developed. Only those social systems 
we classified in the same framework of orienting values can 
be compared. 
Legitimate authority and forms of individualism extend 
throughout the whole society, Baum 58 explains; therefore 
they affect all the subsystems of the social system that 
Parsons identified. Remember Baum's initial goal was to ad-
vance modernization theory to better explain the continuity 
of polity forms. This is why the main focus of the invari-
ance hypothesis is on the polity subsystem of the social 
system. Modernization starts with the differentiation of ac-
tion and all systems, including each of the four action sub-
systems of the social system must continuously solve the 
four functional problems: adaption, goal attainment, inte-
gration and pattern maintenance. 5 ' No system, including the 
political system or polity,can solve all these functions; 
which led Baum to postulate that polities should be classi-
fied according to their assignment of functional primacy to 
one of the four system functions.'° For this purpose, Baum 
58 Rainer Baum, "Authority Codes", op.cit.,pp.5-28. 
5
' Talcott Parsons, The Social System, op.cit.,pp.lS0-200. 
'
0 Rainer Baum, "Authority Codes", op.cit., p.20. 
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distinguishes four broad political regime types which he as-
sociates with societies according to their assignment of 
functional primacy.The adaption and integration functions 
manifest ex parte codes while goal attainment and pattern 
maintenance manifest ex toto codes. 61 Since every polity 
must perform all four functions, each polity contains ele-
ments reflecting both ex parte and ex toto codes that ere-
ates tensions. 
On this basis, Baum classified polities as follows; 
1. Systems which assign primacy to adaption are compati-
ble with competitive democratic regimes. A good example of 
that would be the United States of America. 
2. Systems which assign primacy to goal attainment are 
compatible with consultative authoritarian regimes. The So-
viet Union and Japan stand out as examples of this category. 
3. Systems which assign primacy to integration are com-
patible with consociational democratic regimes. The Nether -
lands are an example here. 
4. Systems which assign primacy to pattern maintenance 
are compatible with corporatists regime types like the ones 
in Spain and Brazil. 
61 Rainer Baum, "Invariance Hypothesis II", p.352 
,"Authority Codes", pp.20-22. 
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The fact that a system assigns primacy to one of the four 
functions does not mean that the other three are to be neg-
lected. Since each political system must perform all four 
functions, the characteristics of both ex parte and ex toto 
principles must be present in each society. This presence of 
diametrically opposed codes creates a situation in which 
conflict is always imminent. Tension is lowered by the as-
signment of functional primacy on the basis of the underly-
ing organizing principles of the society. Baum argues that 
the underlying meaning principles of society determine the 
assignment of functional primacy and the corresponding re-
gime type, and since the underlying meaning principles, once 
crystallized, are invariant, the primary function of each 
society and its regime type are also invariant. 
Ex parte organizing principles structurally give rise el-
ther to a competitive or a consociational democracy. These 
two democracies will stress the importance of the individual 
on deciding the development of the social order. Ex toto 
organizing principles structurally give rise to either con-
sultative authoritarian or corporatist political structures. 
The society is an immanent reality which is more important 
than the individual. 
example. 
illustrates each regime type with an 
The United States is an example of a competitive democra-
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cy.' 2 in which the main function of the political system is 
to set goals that increase the adaptive capacity of the sys-
tern. 
The Netherlands are a good example of a consociational 
democracy. In consultative societies there are diverse cul-
tural and social collectivities that exhibit heterogeneous 
political cultures. The different subcultures represent the 
shared interests of their members. The variety of interests 
within the political subcultures of the consociational de-
mocracy replaces the political contest of competitive democ-
racies. The major concern is the interpretation of of diver-
sities into a same order both agreed upon and enforced by 
the heterogeneous units of which it is composed. The Nether-
lands is an example of a consociational society. It is con-
tinuously concerned with integration. The system always ad-
dresses and serves the diverse interests and values of 
religious and ethnic groups of the society. This is how the 
system achieves a consensus on societal issues and improves 
integration among the different groups.' 3 
'
2 Rainer Baum, "Authority Codes", op.cit. ppl4-15. 
Samuel Huntington, Political Order in Changing Societies, 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1968). 
'
3 Robert Dhal, 
cies, (New 
pp.lBB-236. 
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The Soviet Union provides us with a model of a consulta-
tive authoritarian regime in which decision makers at the 
center determine the interests and the policies to achieve 
them, paying little attention to the individual. Here, the 
primary concern of the polity is the determination and at-
tainment of societal goals.'• 
Corporatists political system~ include East Germany, Mex-
ico and Brazil. The main function of the political system is 
to maintain the existing authority relations.' 5 The decision 
makers control social conflict over resources and varying 
collective interests and impose a conflict resolution strat-
egy. 
Competitive democracies and consociational democracies 
are ex parte regimes. Since the individual is more important 
than the whole society, the political system can only set 
goals which in turn depend upon the participation of the 
members of the society in the determination of societal in-
terest. Competitive democracies accomplish this through 
competition among individuals and interest groups. Consocia-
tional democracies encourage the different ethnic groups to 
articulate their interests than promote competition. Reach-
ing a consensus is preferred to open competition.'' 
64 Rainer Baum, "Authority Codes", op.cit.,p.l4. 
65 Rainer Baum, "Authority Codes", op.cit.,p.l4. 
'' Rainer Baum, "Authority Codes", op.cit. p.l9. 
The other two regime types, 
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consultative authoritarian 
and corporatist political systems are ex toto regimes. The 
society as a whole is more real and important than the indi-
vidual members. The political system has maximum authority 
to set goals and to determine societal interest. Consulta-
tive authoritarian regimes are mostly concerned with goal 
attainment; they do not have to worry about peripheral par-
ticipation. Leaders may seek advice outside the polity but 
the final decision is unequivocally theirs. In the corpora-
tist regimes, leaders focus on maintaining patterns of au-
thority relations. To do this, social conflicts are control-
led within set boundaries; the political system allows the 
articulation of contrasting values and competition among 
different peripheral interests, and then, it imposes its own 
resolution to societal conflict. Political activity regard-
ing specific interests and ressources is often allowed, en-
couraged sometimes, but it has to be closely controlled. In 
reality, actual access to decision making power in the poli-
ty is the privilege of a few.'' 
The findings of the Invariance Hypothesis are a serious 
challenge to empirical research into Bantu culture that pro-
claims that the Bantu people have changed, that the tradi-
tional beliefs have collapsed and that the Bantu have become 
modern. This conventional wisdom has neither meaning nor 
value. Change is fundamental to reality. Africa is not a 
'' Rainer Baum, "Authority Codes", op.cit. pp.l4-15. 
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static entity and has always been changing. We know already 
that beliefs and ideas rise and fall. But the spirit of cre-
ativity in the minds of people remains. Our task in this 
study is to investigate what it is that subsists of ancient 
beliefs beneath their apparent changes and to identify with-
in the flux of opinions the great values determined by gen-
eral beliefs. We understand that a purely institutional 
analysis of any society which ignores the cultural factor is 
inadequate because it is empirically incomplete. The fact 
that institutionally-bound studies fail to comprehend the 
cultural factor makes their predictive value weak. This 
thesis will address that problem by isolating cultural 
traits which characterize the Bantu as a single cultural 
area. 
In spite of changes, is there anything enduring by which 
a people can be described or known? We are convinced that 
the Bantu must define themselves within the background of 
their culture. Bantu thought refers to the fundamental and 
general principles governing the -community of the people 
called Bantu. Bantu culturai beliefs which shape Bantu in-
stitutions and behaviour exist whether individuals con-
sciously know them or not. What beliefs and practices? That 
will be the subject of the next chapter. But before we get 
there, it is imperative that we look at some of the works 
that have been done in this respect. 
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Baum's central theme can be summarized as follows: the 
more a society becomes complex, the more it confronts a num-
ber of irresolvable conflicts related to man's interdepen-
dence with other men. Each society develops a set of cultur-
al specific "coping mechanisms" which, because of their 
"generality and th nature of the conflicts" they will han-
dle, remain invariant once they have crystallized. The most 
important cultural coping mechanisms are the legitimation 
codes of authority and the concepts of individualism which 
together, help to define the relationships of the State to 
the individual and of the individual to other individuals in 
society. 
There has been a number of works that have justified this 
hypothesis in the context of non-western societies. In 1974, 
Ted Gurr,'• examined the persistence of regime types of 91 
States between the years 1800 and 1971. He discovered that, 
throughout this period of world political development, the 
State expanded the role of its political system to meet so-
cial needs. He also found out that the persistence and 
adaptability of political regimes are not a function of 
their categorization but rather of their coincidence with 
prevailing authority relations. There was no evidence of 
modernization leading to the reduction of cross-societal 
differences in structures and processes and to the develop-
'
8 Ted R. Gurr, "Persistence and Change in Political Sys-
tems:lB00-1971" in American Political Science Review 63 
(1974) pp.l482-1504. 
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ment of democracies as convergence theorists would have us 
believe. 
Pride'' did also extensive research on the impact of mod-
ernization on political structures. His conclusions deny 
the existence of any single path to to modernity. Pride dis-
covered that the specific relationship between social mobil-
ity and democracy in each society during the initial phase 
of industrialization determines the effects of modernization 
on the political regime. Thus, a political system that sur-
vives the hardships that come with the expansion of social 
mobility during the process of industrialization without 
disrupting the fundamental legitimacy of authority relations 
will likely persist through time. 70 Or conversely, a politi-
cal system that does not coincide with the legitimate rela-
tions of societal authority cannot successfully face the 
challenges that social mobility brings during the moderniza-
tion process. 
In The Modernity of Tradition: Political Development in 
India, Suzanne and Lloyd Rudolph 71 present another case that 
supports the premises of the Invariance Hypothesis. In this 
book, they reject the idea that certain levels of industri-
'' R.A. Pride, "Origins of Democracies: A Cross-National 
Study of Mobilization, Party Systems and Democratic Sta-
bility" in rage Comparative Politics Series, Vol.2, 
#01-012 (1970 :673-747. 
70 R.A. Pride, "Origins of Democracy ••• ", op.cit. 
71 Suzanne and LLoyd Rudolph, op. cit. 
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alization, urbanization, literacy and mass communications 
must realized before modern behavior and structures in the 
economic, social and political realms can be independently 
and effectively established. They believe "that different 
processes, sequences and relationships are probable although 
certain historical reiterations and coincidences are surely 
to be expected. 
The Rudolph's study finds that tradition and modernity 
are continuously and dialectically related. The nature if 
this relationship contains the potentiality for change from 
dominant norms and structures. It is thus crucial for under-
stand the nature and processes of modernization. The authors 
show how Indian society used traditional structures like the 
caste system for modern politics. This book is a good source 
of inspiration for those who pay attention to the variations 
and potentialities of traditional societies. In the case of 
Bnatu societies, the persistence of ethnic loyalties despite 
the emphasis on the new Nation by both the colonial and the 
independent States and the persistence of intergenerational 
solidarity despite the "new economic order" that favors the 
nuclear family rather than the extended family, suggest that 
political modernity may involve ascriptive and corporate 
features. 
These works have evidenced that invariance has occured in 
non-western societies as well. They demonstrate that the 
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persistence and adaptability of political regime types is 
dependent on the relation of the regime type to the society-
specific legitimacy principle of authority. This once again 
is a rejection of what the convergence theory stands for. 
In the pages that follow, we will explore the modernity 
of Bantu traditions. The new Nation-States of Africa are 
consociational societies. We should point to the fact that 
the cultural boundaries do not correspond with the political 
boundaries of modern African States. This is of course not 
surprising since the present political boundaries of African 
States were not drawn according to the actual areas inhabit-
ed by the people of the same culture. The interests of the 
European powers during their scramble for Africa, 12 later 
legitimized by the Berlin conference of 1885, were the only 
consideration in the drawing of these political boundaries. 
Hence the result is what we find today: political boundaries 
often cutting across cultural boundaries, and the existence 
of people or communities of the same culture in different 
States. 
I believe strongly with African leaders and African 
scholars alike that political integration is a sine gua non 
of economic development in Africa. This study provides us 
with an opportunity to have another way of approaching the 
problem of political integration in Africa. Every African 
12 R.J. Gavin, The Scramble for Africa, (Ibadan, Ibadan Uni-
versity Press-1973). 
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Nation-State is made up of diverse cultural and social col-
lectivities that exhibit heterogeneous political cultures. 
These subcultures are more apt to represent the interests of 
their members than anybody else. African Nation-States 
should be continuously concerned with the problems of how to 
address and serve the diverse interests and values of the 
different ethnic groups. This is a better way to achieve a 
consensus on the issues that confront the society and to im-
prove the integration of the different ethnic groups into 
one strong Nation. 
We will conclude this survey by saying that modernization 
is a form of planned or guided societal transformation with 
important cultural prerequisites and consequences. It is a 
conscious decision by leaders of society to work towards the 
achievement of specific goals which require national and of-
ten international effort. Whatever the specific goals of 
modernization, this process presupposes a foundation of ex-
isting culture; and the cumulative process which results 
from development activities help to build a new individual 
and group behavior. 
Chapter III 
THE BANTU WORLD-VIEW 
3.1 INTRODUCTION 
As we pointed out in the previous chapter, every society 
has its own symbolic meaning codes. These codes do not cor-
respond to any specific institutional structure or process. 
Rather, they provide a general set of values and beliefs 
which constitute a basis for the birth of political, econom-
ic and social structures. This chapter aims at examining 
this "hidden structure" as Eisenstadt calls it, in the Bantu 
context. We will discuss the BAntu Weltanschuung or world-
view- the complex of beliefs, habits, laws, customs and tra-
ditions of the Muntu. Such a world-view includes the overall 
picture one has about reality, the universe, life and exis-
tence~ one's attitude towards life and towards things in 
general~ what one does and thinks life is, what things are 
worth striving to attain~ what man's place in the scheme of 
things is~ whether or not man has an immortal soul, as well 
as the deliberation of the meaning and purpose of life. Pro-
fessor Mbiti throws more light on our approach by defining 
Bantu traditional thought as "the understanding, attitude of 
mind, logic, perception behind the manner in which Bantu 
- 65 -
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people think, act or speak in different situations of 
life."' 3 
This chapter will proceed to present the sources of the 
Bantu world-view and the argument of whether oral traditions 
are trustworthy as historical sources, we will discuss the 
main features of the Bantu world-view such as the indigenous 
religion, the Bantu cosmogony and the Bantu concept of man 
and his place in the community. We believe that this world-
view should be the source of inspiration for those who are 
supposed to equip the Bantu with institutional structures 
that will regulate their lives. 
3.2 SOURCES OF INFORMATION 
Bantu traditional thought is expressed both in the oral 
literature and in the thoughts and actions of the people. 
Thus, a great deal of material can be found in the proverbs, 
myths, folktales, folk songs, rituals, beliefs, customs and 
traditions of the people as well as in their art symbols and 
sociopolitical institutions and practices. Melville Hersko-
vitz noted that some Bantu cultural forms are expressive of 
philosophy: "In a culture as highly organized as that of Da-
homey, .•• there was no lack of opportunity for the develop-
ment of a complex philosophy of the Universe. The upper-
73 John Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy, (New York: 
Doubleday, 1970) p.2. 
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class Dahomean does not need to restrict himself to describ-
ing concrete instances when discussing the larger concepts 
underlying his everyday religious practice, he is not at a 
loss when questions of the nature of the world as a whole, 
or abstract principles such as justice, or destiny, or acci-
dent are asked him."' 4 
John Mbiti views oral literature in the form of proverbs and 
religious songs as " ..• another rich area where one expects 
to find repositories of traditional beliefs, ideas, wisdom 
and feelings."' 5 
The Bantu have a mythopoetic imagination, and the conti-
nent is rich in myths and tales which, in the Bantu setting 
are important as vehicles for abstract thought. Idowu ob-
served that " •.• Odu myths present the theological and philo-
sophical thoughts of the Yoruba."'' The folktales, according 
to the British anthropologist Rattray, "mirror more or less 
accurately the ideas of the people and their general outlook 
upon life, conduct and morals."'' Myths carry speculative 
thought. They can present the position of the people on des-
tiny, human choice, and free will. Myths are imaginative 
74 Melville Herskovits, Dahomey, An Ancient West African 
Kingdom, (New York: J.J.Augustus 1938) p.296. 
75 John Mbiti, op.cit., p.87. 
'' Bolaji E. Idowu, Olodumare: God in Yoruba Belief, (Lon-
don: Longmans 1962) p.45. 
77 Rattray R.S., Akan-Ashanti Folk Tales, (Oxford University 
Press, 1930), p.1x. 
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representations of religious and philosophical ideas and 
propositions; they presuppose conceptual analysis and hide 
philosophical arguments and conclusions. A serious look at 
Bantu myths has given rewarding results. Such questions as 
the meaning and purpose of life, the origin of the world, 
God, human destiny, death and other issues are the subject 
of myths. 
Proverbs, like myths, can be utilised as a source of the 
traditional values of the Bantu. "It is in proverbs," ac-
cording to Mbiti, "that we find the remains of the oldest 
forms of African religious and philosophical wisdom." 78 In 
1879, J.G.Christaller, a German scholar who collected over 
three thousand Akan proverbs, wrote in the preface to his 
book: "May this collection give a new stimulus to the dili-
gent gathering of folklore and to the increasing cultivation 
of native literature. May those Africans who are enjoying 
the benefit of a christian education make the best of this 
priviledge, but let them not despise the sparks of truth en-
trusted to and preserved by their own people and let them 
not forget that by entering into their way of thinking and 
by acknowledging what is good and expounding what is wrong, 
they will gain more access to the hearts and minds of their 
less favoured countrymen." 7 ' 
78 John Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy, 
Doubleday, 1970), p.86. ---
(New York: 
,, Christaller J.G., A Collection of 3,600 Tshi (Twi) Prov-
erbs, (Basel: Evangelical Missionary Society, 1879). 
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Many scholars have listened to Christaller's advice. In 
the literature on Bantu traditional thought, 80 scholars have 
directed their attention not only to the literary and rhe-
torical aspects of oral literature, but also to the signifi-
cance of this literature as a carrier of the Bantu value 
system. 
The question of whether oral traditions are valid as a 
historical source has been debated by various scholars. In 
his book, Oral Tradition, Jan Vansina examines the question 
thoughroughly and comes to the conclusion that oral tradi-
tions can provide reliable information about the past if 
they are used with all the circumspection demanded by the 
application of historical methodology to any kind of source 
whatsoever. 81 In this study, we go a step further to inves-
80 A sample chosen at random includes: 
Busia K.A., "The African 
chler, ed., African Heritage, 
lan, New York, 1963) 
World-View," in Jachob Dra-
(Crowell: Collier & Macmil-
JohnS. Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy, (New 
York: Doubleday, 1970). 
Ruth Finnegan, Oral Literature in Africa, (Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 1970). 
Isidore Okpewho, Myth in Africa: ~ Study of ~ Aesth-
etic and Cultural Relevance, (Cambridge: Cambr1dge Uni-
versity Press, 1983). 
Alexis Kagame, La Philosophie Bantu-Rwandaise de l'E-
tre, (Bruxelles, 1956). 
Robin Horton, "African Traditional Thought and Western 
Science," in Africa, Vol.37, #1&2, (1967). 
81 Jan Vansina, Oral Tradition, (Chicago: Aldine Publishing 
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tigate oral traditions as manifestations of traditional val-
ues that are transmitted from generation to generation among 
the Bantu. 
Our task in the following paragraphs will be to study the 
ideas and beliefs of the Muntu regarding the universe, the 
nature of man, religion and politics. These notions are im-
plied in the life, activities and institu~ions that regulate 
his everyday life. They are an expression of Bantu tradi-
tional thought, world view and political philosophy. 
3.3 THE BANTU WORLD-VIEW 
In this section, we will discuss key elements to the un-
derstanding of the world-view of the Bantu. These are, tra-
ditional religion, Bantu cosmogony, and man in community 
life. The traditional religion permeates every aspect of the 
life of a Muntu, from the cradle to the grave, no matter his 
level of sophistication. In political, economic, social and 
ethical matters, the religious influence is very strong. In 
politics there is belief in the divine status of the King or 
chief; in economics, there is the belief that crop failure 
for example is caused by malevolent forces; in the social 
sphere there is the belief that success in life depends on 
supernatural forces like magic and medicine; and in the eth-
Company, 1965). 
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ical field, the fear of instant punishment from the divini-
ties and the ancestors forces the average Muntu to conform 
to the norms of the society. 
The origin of the universe is also important in the un-
derstanding of the Bantu world-view because belief about the 
origin and nature of the universe very much determines our 
attitude towards it. In Bantu traditional society, there are 
myths that embody and describe what we call their cosmogony. 
Cosmogony is the theory which tries to explain the creation 
of the universe and its constituent parts; spirit, man, ani-
mals, vegetables, minerals, as well as various physical ele-
ments and forces. Creation theories in the Bantu remain in 
the realm of myths out of which an ordered description of 
the universe showing its origin, nature, laws and structure 
may be discerned through a process of analysis. 
3.4 BANTU RELIGIONS 
This section will deal with the religious beliefs of the 
Bantu and the rituals and ceremonies associated with them. A 
description of religious beliefs and practices will enable 
us to understand what religion means in the Bantu experi-
ence. Scholars like Idowu, Parrinder and Mbiti 82 have writ-
a 2 Idowu Bolaji, Olodumare: God in Yoruba Belief, (Ibadan, 
--- --1962). 
Parinder G., African Traditional Religion, (London, 
1974). 
Mbiti, J.S. New Testament Eschatology in an African 
--
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ten on these topics but their studies did not explain the 
meaning of these beliefs in terms of the Bantu experience. 
Here, we will attempt to answer the question: "What are the 
main characteristics of the various religious of the Bantu?" 
An answer to this question will provide us with a clear in-
sight into the major common points of these beliefs. 
Most Bantu religions have in common a system of beliefs, 
with its rules and prohibitions, arising from the conviction 
that man is at every point in the universe in contact with 
life force in action as we pointed out earlier. This belief 
creates codes of conduct which embrace law, 
moral doctrines, political creeds and so on. 
good manners, 
To have a gen-
eral idea of what these beliefs are, let us examine in more 
details the structure of the religious beliefs, elements of 
rituals, relationship between the deities and men. This will 
allow us to recall the role religion plays in social life. 
The place which religion occupies in the life of the peo-
ple is seen in their daily lives in which prayer is offered 
to God and His help sought in everyth~ng they do. When a man 
is sick, libations are poured and incantations said invoking 
God and the ancestors t6 come to his rescue. Prayer and sac-
rifice, vital elements of religion are constant features of 
the daily lives of the people and they show how heavily de-
pendent the people are on the goodwill and protection of the 
Background, London, 1971. 
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gods. Religion for a Muntu is the consciousness of one's de-
pendence on a transcendent Being and the tendency to worship 
Him. 
The objects of Bantu religious belief are the Supreme Be-
ing, the cult of ancestors, oracles and systems of divina-
tion. 
3.4.0.1 God 
The Bantu often associate God with the sky or the sun. 
The Supreme Being is a personification of the absolute in 
human life and thought. He is conceived under two major 
principles: the principle of creation and the principle of 
absoluteness. Both principles are however implied by the 
general principles of divinity and absolute dependence which 
are implied in the conception of God. The principle of ere-
ation shows man's origin whereas the principle of absolute 
dependence shows the source of his continued existence. In 
creation, God brings man into being and at the same time en-
dows him with his nature. Man is also endowed with power to 
shape his destiny. The efficacy of the human will depends on 
a sound moral life, that being the only way he can be at 
peace with his ancestors. 
The principle of absoluteness implies absolute power in 
everything. God is a Great God, whose absolute power and 
protection are invoked when all else have failed. But gener-
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ally this power is constantly sollicitated in oral prayers. 
God is believed to have domination over all beings. The 
principle of absoluteness implies absoluteness in all good 
qualities, especially knowledge, strength, purity and good-
ness. No evil 1s attributed to Him and sacrifices for Him 
are often offered. 
Edwin Smith 83 wrote that behind Bantu beliefs and actions 
lies a fundamental experience, a feeling of the existence of 
Something or Somebody beyond themselves, a mysterious Power 
which cannot be seen and is not fully understood but which 
is at work in the world. This intuition is accompanied by a 
sense of reverence and dependence as we said above. 
John Mbiti' 4 describes the nature of God in intrinsic~ 
eternal and moral attributes. Intrinsic attributes are 
God's omniscience, His omnipresence, His omnipotence, His 
transcendence and His immanence. Eternal attributes are 
God's Self-existence, His pre-eminence and greatness, His 
invisibility, His eternity, infinity and immutability. Fi-
nally, moral attributes are God's pity, mercy and kindness, 
His love, His comfort, His faithfulness, His holiness and 
many other attributes. 
'
3 Edwin w. Smith, The Secret of the African, London: Stu-
dent Christian Movement, 1929>,~21 
African Beliefs and Christian Faith, (London: Lutterworth 
Press, 1936), pp.29-30. 
84 John Mbiti, op.cit. 
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To grasp, convey and express the concept of God's omnis-
cience, the Bantu use metaphors of seeing and hearing which 
simplify the notion. A popular Yoruba song contains this 
rhetorical question: "Whatever do you do in concealment that 
God's eyes do not reach?" To the Yoruba, God is known as "He 
who sees both the inside and outside, the Discerner of 
hearts." They hand offenders to Him saying; "God sees him" 
or "God sees you." 85 
The Barundi praise God as the "Watcher of everything." 
and the Akan as the "all seeing". It's the same idea that is 
expressed in the saying that God's great eye is keeping a 
perpetual watch everywhere and at all times, without limita-
tions and without exhaustion. It never tires, never blinks 
and never sickens. In the same way the Bantu refer to God's 
ears as being long. The Bamun word for God is He who sees 
and hears everything. The Karuma believe that the departed 
constitute the ears of God, so that through them He can hear 
what the living are doing or saying. All these metaphors 
convey the fact that nothing can escape the notice of God, 
since His power to see and hear extend far and wide. 
As for God's omnipresence, the idea that God's presence, 
like water, is to be found everywhere. Life itself is an in-
dication of God's omnipresence. The Bena believe that God is 
everywhere at once and the same concept comes out of the Ba-
ss Idowu Bolaji, op.cit. p.41. 
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mum name for God which means "He Who Is Everywhere." The 
Banyarwanda express the same belief when they speak of him 
as "God Who is met everywhere." This omnipresence is felt in 
terms of blessing and judgement. To a person who does some-
thing wrong, a Muntu will say: "May God see that person." or 
"God is with you" to a person who is about to undertake some 
kind of risk. 
Examples of how people conceive of the omnipotence of God 
are numerous. "God thunders," is an expression you hear 
throughout the area, and "nobody can silence Him." The Yoru-
ba popular name for God means "Almighty". They believe that 
God is most powerfull in heavens and on earth. He is able to 
do all things. Things are possible only when and if they are 
ordered by Him. The Ngombe praise God as the "All powerful," 
the "Strong One." 
God's trascendence and immanence are paradoxical and com-
plementary notions. God is "far" and men cannot reach Him; 
but God is also "near" and He comes close to men. So for 
most of their lives, the Bantu view God as transcendental, 
making Him seem remote from their daily lives. But they also 
know that He is immanent, being manifested in natural ob-
jects and phenomena, and they turn to Him in acts of worship 
at any place and at any time. 
The Bakongo describe the Self-existence of God when they 
say that "He is made by no other, no one beyond Him is." As 
77 
a Maker of all things, God is unmade: He exists of His own. 
Beyond Him, there is none, for He is the totality of being. 
The Banyarwanda praise God as "the Ancient of days" and as 
"the One from the First. They believe that God existed from 
the beginning. God is self containing: this concept is 
clearly expressed by the Zulu in one of their names of God, 
which means "He Who Is of Himself." The Bena describe Him by 
a name which means "He who speaks by Himself." This name in-
dicates that He is self sufficient, self communicating and 
self supporting. He is both the Speaker and the Hearer, the 
Subject and the Object. 
3.4.0.2 Ancestors 
Ancestors are revered and adored on account of their su-
pernatural qualities. Ancestors and dead parents are wor-
shipped in the sense that prayers and petitions are ad-
dressed to them. The cult of ancestors include a person's 
dead father, grand father, great grandfather and so on. It 
includes mainly male parents, female ancestors are not rev-
ered as often as the male ones. Ancestors act as intermedi-
aries between their living children and the deities. They 
help to protect their living descendants, intervene on their 
behalf to ensure that no harm is done to them. In times of 
difficulties or sickness, the Muntu call on his dead father 
to the rescue. 
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Ancestors speak a bilingual language of human beings whom 
they recently left through physical death and of the spirits 
to whom they are now joined, or of God to whom they are now 
nearer than when they were physician men. Because of this 
position, the "living-dead" constitute the largest group of 
intermediaries in Bantu societies. This explains the Bantu 
respect for the departed and the cult connected with the 
living dead is so deeply rooted in the life and thought of a 
Muntu. When among the Basuto, someone wants to approach 
God, he does not do so directly. He first starts a chain re-
action by asking his brother, whether alive or dead, to re-
lay his request to his father. The father in turn approaches 
his own father who is supposed to approach his own father, 
and so on. This continues until the message reaches someone 
among the departed, who is sufficiently worthy of approach-
ing God. 
Apart from this role of intercession and protection, the 
ancestors are capable, on their own, of inflicting harm and 
punishment on those who misbehave and of rewarding the good 
ones with large families, wealth, etc ••• The ancestors con-
trol moral behavior and ensure social order and the welfare 
of the members of their respective communities. 
We will conclude this section by saying that Bantu, like 
other human beings, need an account of the origin of the 
world, of man, of existence and of their destiny. They need 
something beyond this world to which they can direct their 
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expectations, fears, hope and aspirations. The belief in God 
comes from a belief in a divine power manifesting itself in 
everyone and everything in the universe. The Muntu goes 
from the visible to the invisible world of spirits, a world 
of faith, which is the crown of culture. God is the power 
that organizes and integrates man and the world beyond ap-
pearances. The belief in God or faith in God acts as a guar-
antee of the unity between the self and the world, ·individu-
ality and universality. Society or community is the basis of 
tradition while the individual represents the basis for in-
novation. God organizes and integrates both beyond appea-
rences. For the Muntu, God, Spirit, Ancestor and Universe 
are living forces though they belong to different levels of 
the hierarchy of force. The Muntu has faith in God because 
of the need to give meaning, purpose and value to existence. 
Faith in God gives direction to existence and meaning to 
life and to the universe. As a result, the Muntu believes 
that God created him. 
3.5 BANTU COSMOGONY 
It may be true that the universe and its elements origi-
nated and now exists in the way in which the people believe 
it and express in their stories. Certain basic cosmological 
beliefs could be deduced from them. For example, we may ask 
whether the people believe in a created universe, with its 
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elements originally created in the way they now exist, or 
whether they believe in a universe that evolved in the way 
Darwin described it. If it is a created universe, what is 
the relationship between the creator and the things he cre-
ated. 
There is an Igbo folk story about creation that is simi-
lar to such stories among other Bantu. Local variations may 
exist in form and detail of the story but basic arguments 
are common. The story says that Chukwu, the Supreme Deity, 
created the universe, the sky, and the earth, spirits, man, 
animals, and everything else. The first man created was 
called Ifenta and the first woman, Obo-omananya. Chukwu 
himself, who was symbolized by the sun that gives life, was 
the absolute Being and Force from which all powers radiate. 
The name Ifenta indicates that man is next to Chukwu in the 
order of created beings in the visible order. According to 
the story, the first word man learned from the Supreme Deity 
is Mma-nma, which today is an expression used as greetings 
among the Igbo. The Supreme Deity told the first parents: 
"This is your home. Everything in it is for your good and 
they are so intended." At the beginning, man and every crea-
ture lived like brothers and kinsmen, spirits, animals, and 
even sky and earth were all together. Men joked and wrestled 
with spirits and animals. 
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Several folk stories attest to this belief. The Supreme 
Deity showed the first man two types of fruits: Nkoro na 
akpa, which are of the bean family and are filled with pro-
tein. However for the rest of the things, he left man to 
find out for himself and allowed him freedom of action. It 
is said in the story that because of the constant quarrel 
among women and their careless use of the mortar, the sky 
moved upwards, away from the earth and with it the Supreme 
Being himself moved as well. 
The basic idea that strikes us here is the belief in a 
created universe which is controlled by a Creator. Man is at 
the center of this creation. 
its attendant responsibility. 
He is endowed with freedom and 
There is belief in the unity 
among beings, belief in the original cosmic harmony and or-
der which sometimes is upset by the actions of human beings. 
There is the central idea that the created universe is to 
serve the interests of man and hence the freedom that he has 
over all things. 
But there is also belief in original divine law showing 
that freedom cannot be absolute. It must be conditioned 
somehow. Bantu sought mystical ways of controlling abstract 
individual freedom. These beliefs have practical and posi-
tive elements; man was asked to find out for himself how 
best to use the things around him. So he is free to research 
and use even the high heavens. 
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The universe is basically structured in two main inter-
related parts according to Bnatu traditional thought: the 
sky and the earth. These two are believed to be equal. Apart 
from them, there are two orders of existence: the spirit 
world or the supernatural order and the human world or the 
visible order. Very often you can hear a Muntu wondering 
whether an event happened in the supernatural world or in 
the visible order. 
The sky is the celestial zone where celestial bodies such 
as the stars, the moon, the sun, the cloud rain are located. 
The sky is also believed to be the home of certain deities 
such as the thunder god, the sun god and many other spirits. 
The supreme Deity, the one who creates is"also believed to 
reside there. In some areas, He is identified as the sun 
god. Atmospheric changes are associated with the actions and 
activities of the gods and celestial forces; and certain 
events on earth are believed to be reflected in the sky. 
The earth on which we live is the home of man, animals, 
birds, plants and a host of other created beings. It is the 
scene of most mythologies where men and gods interact. Some 
spirits visit the earth while some live on earth. A host of 
deities live on earth, although they belong to the superna-
tural realm. The latter includes numerous deities associated 
with several phenomena on earth, such as the earth deity, 
the river deity, the mountains deity, and those associated 
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with groves, valleys, farm products etc. The spirits are 
involved in the day-to-day affairs of men. The Bantu believe 
that a deity or an ancestral spirit may appear in any human 
or animal form or send a visible agent to communicate and 
deal with the human beings. There are human beings who have 
the power to visit the world of the spirits. Therefore, the 
supernatural and the visible orders are in constant interac-
tion and communication. The main difference is that in the 
visible order, beings are always there for ordinary eyes to 
see, while the spirits are symbolized by natural appearanc-
es. 
The priests, diviners, seers, magicians and some of the 
initiated elders claim to be in constant touch and communi-
cation with the spiritual order. Such communication is to 
them as eas~ as speaking to a friend. Very often, voices 
are heard which people identify as those of the spirits. 
This discussion reveals that the Bantu world-view implies 
two basic beliefs: the unity of all things and an ordered 
relationship among all beings in the universe. Consequent-
ly, there is belief in the existence of order and interac-
tion among all beings. Any disorder is the result of an im-
proper conduct on the part of any of the beings. If the 
cause of this is known, then it can be corrected and recti-
fied. Human survival and existence depends on a proper main-
tenance of this order. To safeguard and ensure this cosmic 
84 
and social order, a number of prohibitions, sanctions and 
taboos are enforced through various means. 
3.6 MUNTU AND HIS COMMUNITY 
3.6.0.3 A Vital Force 
The fundamental assumption of Bantu traditional thought 
is that every existing thing or reality is a life force or 
that every reality possesses life force. As a result, every-
thing has something in common by virtue of life force. The 
Muntu does not separate "being" from "force". Force is the 
nature of being; being is force, force is force. 8 ' Concrete 
things are concrete forces, and since everything is force, 
everything is constantly in motion. In the universe of fore-
es, nothing is lifeless. Rather, everything is filled with 
force because force dominates the whole world. The Muntu 
maintains that everything is similar and shares the same 
qualities in spite of visible differences as well as an end-
less multiplicity of forces. Furthermore, in the universe of 
force, things change their forms constantly. 
86 Placide Tempels, Bantu Philosophy, (Paris: Presence Afri-
caine, 1952), p.34. 
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Man is defined by reference to the entire community. As 
John Mbiti notes, 
this statement: 
therefore I am." 87 
the Bantu view of man can be summed up in 
"I am because we are, and since we are, 
What this dictum tell us is that as far 
as the Bantu are concerned, the reality of the community is 
more important than the reality of the individual. It is be-
cause he has his roots in a human community that the indi-
vidual comes to see himself as a man, and it is by knowing 
first this community as an enduring fact that the individual 
comes to know himself as a durable, more or less permanent 
fact of this world. The Bantu v1ew that the community de-
fines man as a man brings us to the processional nature of 
being in Bantu thought, in other words, a man becomes a man 
only after a process of incorporation. Without incorpora-
tion within this or that community, people are mere vaga-
bonds to whom the description "man" does not fully apply. 
Manhood is something which has to be achieved and is not 
given simply because one is a human being. This is the dis-
tinction Father Tempels tries to emphasize when he talks 
about "muntu mutupu" ( a man of middling importance) and 
"muntu mukulumpe" (a powerful man, a man with a great deal 
of force). Because the word "muntu" includes an idea of ex-
cellence, of plenitude of force at maturation, the expres-
sion "ke muntu po", which translates as "this is not a man", 
may be used in reference to a human being.as Thus it is not 
87 John Mbiti, op. cit. p.l41. 
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enough to have before us a biological organism. We must con-
ceive of this organism as going through a long process of 
social and ritual transformation until it attains the full 
complement of excellencies seen as truly definitive of man. 
And during this long process of attainment, the community 
plays a vital role as catalyst and as prescriber of norms. 
If we take into account the above observations, it is accu-
rate to say that manhood is something at which individuals 
could succeed or fail, at which they could be competent or 
incompetent, effective or ineffective, good or bad. The Mun-
tu emphasizes upon the ritual of incorporation and the req-
uisite learning of social rules by which the community lives 
is necessary so that what was initially biologically- given 
can develop into social self-hood, i.e. become a man, "a 
sound man", with all the qualities implied by the term. 
Full manhood is not perceived as simply given at the be-
ginning of one's life. 
tablished in society. 
It is attained after one is well es-
This indicates right away that the 
older an individual gets, the more of a man he becomes. As 
an Igbo proverb has it: "What an old man sees sitting down, 
a young person cannot see standing up." The proverb applies 
not only to the incremental growth of wisdom as one ages, 
but also to the acquisition of other qualities considered to 
be necessary for full manhood. We have here both a claim 
that a qualitative difference exists between old and young 
sa Placide Tempels, Bantu Philosophy, op.cit. 
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and a claim that some sort of progression exists from infan-
cy to old age. An individual does not just take additional 
features, he undergoes fundamental changes at the very core 
of one's being. 
There is an intrinsic order in things, an order made up 
of "a plurality of coordinated forces. This order is the es-
sential condition for the integrity of being ... This order 
comes from God and must be respected." 8 ' Social order as 
lived in the family and the clan is the most immediately 
felt aspect of the order of nature and the one that most in-
timately and continuously affects man's life. It is there-
fore essential that man should do nothing that would destroy 
the harmony of his group. On the contrary, all his actions 
should positively contribute to this harmony. Man needs to 
acquire virtues that will be the source of physical bless-
ings. Peace, justice, nobility of heart and generosity are 
intimately tied up with fecundity, wealth, health, intelli-
gence and wisdom. The most crucial virtues in Bantu life 
are, according to Nothomb, the "virtues of the heart."' 0 The 
heart could be called the central life-force, that which co-
ordinates and gives personal meaning to all other aspects of 
life. For the Bantu, a perfect man is a man with a good 
heart, a man who has learned the art of living and promoting 
8
' Placid Tempels, op. cit. p.Bl. 
'
0 D.Nothomb, Un Humanisme Africain: 
d'Attente, (Bruxelles, 1965), p.l4. 
Valeurs et Pierres 
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the essential harmonies of life. Such a person must have ac-
quired certain virtues and the whole traditional process of 
education in the Bantu family and in the initiation school 
consists in inculcating these virtues. The most important of 
these virtues are: 
a) Self control and humility; prudence, patience, modera-
tion and politeness are the clearest expressions of this 
self-control. No precipitation, no undue anxiety, do not do 
anything that you might regret or which might destroy the 
harmony of the group. 
b) Faithfulness in friendship; warmhearted personal rela-
tionship dominate in Bantu societies. This faithfulness man-
ifests itself in gratitude towards benefactors, and is evi-
dent in the gentle and often hidden acts of charity towards 
one's relatives and friends. 
c) Goodness and kindness: rectitude, nobility and magnan-
imity towards the other are signs of goodness. Courage must 
be moderated by delicacy and tact and by a certain empathy 
with one's fellow man. Hardness and contempt are to be 
avoided because they break social harmony. A man may be in-
telligent and clever but that does not necessarily mean that 
he is a good man. Only a good man contributes to the social 
harmony of the group. Obviously, these virtues are aimed at 
maintaining man in a condition of harmony and solidarity 
with the world and with his fellowman. This brings us to an-
other key concept in the life of the "muntu": solidarity. 
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There is first of all the horizontal solidarity between 
all members of a clan who are linked by an extremely sophis-
ticated set of blood and kinship relationship. These ties 
are regulated by taboos, interdicts and cross-checks. Man 
never does anything, receives anything or suffers anything 
alone. This attitude ensures warm fraternity, hospitality 
and togetherness. It accounts for the Bantu's love for 
feasts, family gatherings, parties and communal activities. 
The family as Mbiti defines it is "the focus of existence. 
It is the point where all the members of a given community 
meet: the departed, the living and those no~ yet born ••. It 
is a drama in which everyone becomes an actor or actress and 
not just a spectator."' 1 
This leads us to discuss what happens when a man dies. A 
common element among the Bantu is the cult of the ancestors. 
As Nothomb describes it: "Two brothers are solidary because 
they have the same progenitors, who themselves have been 
generated by others. Those who die survive only in their 
children. Thus a vital link, transmitted by generations en-
sures the unity between ascendants and descendants, common 
ancestors and offspring. This family heritage, this common 
tradition must continuously go through new stages through 
the role of fertility. It would be a treason to the ances-
tors to stop this overflowing of life,... They would feel 
abandoned and unhappy if no one on earth were to remember 
'
1 John Mbiti, op.cit., p.l33. 
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them." The emphasis on ancestors cult gives birth to the 
importance of fertility in Bantu culture. Fertility ensures 
survival so that death, far from being a destroyer, is a 
mere transition to another form of life and, therefore, to 
another type of relationship with all those who are related 
to each other by sharing a common ancestor. Fertility is al-
so important in this life for enlarging one's vital links 
with other families and thus strengthening the ties of human 
solidarity in joy and in suffering, in wealth and in need. 
3.6.0.4 Communalism 
The social order of Bantu communities is at the same time 
communal and individual. This concept has long been misun-
derstood in studies of the Bantu, for many scholars think 
that communalism is antithetical to individualism and that 
the two cannot coexist. We argue here that Bantu social or-
der manifests features of both communality and individuali-
ty. 
To illustrate our point, we will present the example of 
the "communal hunt" practiced almost everywhere in sub-sa-
haran Africa. This is done during the "dry season" when 
large stretches of the country are burned and several vil-
lages participate in the hunt. At this point, one may see 
cooperation. Then, one discovers that when a hunter catches 
an animal, he gives a portion of it to the owner of the land 
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being burned and another to the particular hunter who shot 
the animal a second time, but he does not share the game 
with all the other hunters. Here, individualism is mani-
fest, unless we follow the actions of the hunter when he 
reaches the village where he will distribute the meat with a 
larger number of people, either those of his lineage or 
those with whom he has a precise relationship of reciprocal 
obligations. This example shows that communalism exists in 
some respects but not in others, between some people but not 
all. We cannot say that this activity is purely individual-
istic or purely communal. This is a complicated network of 
production and distribution and to understand it, one has to 
come to grips with the Bantu doctrine of communalism. 
Bantu communalism is an extension of the Bantu concept of 
humanism. It is indisputable to our understanding that so-
cial institutions embody a philosophical perspective about 
human nature and social relationships. One way in which the 
Bantu concept of humanism is made explicit is in its social 
organization. The welfare . and interests of each member of 
society is the essential meaning of Bantu humanism. This can 
hardly be accomplished outside the communal system. Commu-
nalism is the doctrine in which the group constitutes the 
focus of the activities of the individual members of the so-
ciety. It is a Bantu belief that society is not only a nec-
essary condition for human existence, but also it is natural 
to man. The idea is expressed in the following proverb: 
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"When a man descends from heaven, he descends into a human 
society." The message here is that humans are originally 
born into a human society and therefore are social beings 
from the outset. It is therefore impossible for human beings 
to live in isolation because individual capacities are not 
sufficient to meet basic human needs. The doctrine places 
emphasis on the activities and successes of the wider socie-
ty rather than, though not necessarily at the expense or de~ 
triment of the individual. 
Communalism is not a negation of individualism, but rath-
er a recognition of the limited character of individual pos-
sibilities This proverb says this clearly: "One finger can-
not lift up a stone." This proverb clearly shows the 
rationale of communalism. On the other hand, it indicates 
the failures and frustrations of extreme individualism. In 
spite of his talents and capacities, the individual must be 
aware of his insufficiency to achieve welfare through soli-
tary effort. The proverb indicates the value of collective 
action, - mutual aid, and interdependence as necesssary condi-
tions for the individual's welfare. Communalism insists 
that the good of all determines the good of each, or the 
welfare of each is dependent on the welfare of all. This re-
quires that the individual should work for the good of all 
which of course includes his own good. It is implicit in 
communalism that the success and meaning of the individual's 
life depend on identifying oneself with the group. This 
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identification is the basis of the reciprocal relationship 
between the individual and the group. It is also the basis 
for the emphasis on the individual's obligation to the mem-
bers of the group. He has to think and act in terms of the 
survival of the group as a whole. 
There are scholars who consider communalism as absorbing 
the individual into the life of the group which creates a 
lack of personality, initiative and responsibility. The fol-
lowing proverb repudiates such criticisms: "The clan is like 
a cluster of trees which, when seen from afar, appear hud-
dled together, but which would be seen to stand individually 
when closely approached." The clan is just like the cluster 
of trees. It stresses the reality of the individual which 
cannot be diminished by the reality of the community. The 
proverb stresses the idea that the individual has a separate 
identity. Like the tree, some of the branches may touch oth-
er trees but each tree is individually rooted and is not 
completely absorbed by the cluster. This means that commu-
nality does not obliterate individuality. Individuals have 
characters and wills of their own. 
These observations prpve that in Bantu traditional 
thought, individualism and communalism are not mutually ex-
clusive and opposing concepts. We must recognize that com-
munality and individuality are both social theories to be 
taken into consideration, for after all, a society is a com-
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munity of individuals, and individuals are individuals 1n 
society. Bantu societies pay attention to the roles of 
both. 
The question we must ask ourselves is that of knowing 
what keeps the community together. There is what has been 
termed the principle of "vital participation" by Vincent Mu-
lago.' 2 Mulago's work examplifies the point that vital par-
ticipation is the cohesive principle of Bantu communal life. 
We will draw on ideas contained in his work to support our 
argument. Professor Mulago says that participation in a corn-
rnon life is the basis for social, political and religious 
institutions. This life is not static in that it can in-
crease or decrease; it is lived in the communion of its rnern-
bers who can exercise vital influence on one another. 
At the center of that cohesion and solidarity, there is 
unity of life which is characterized by a relationship of 
being and life between each individual and his antecedents, 
and also with God, the ultimate source of life. There is al-
so a vital union between each individual and his inheri-
tance, the common property of his family or group, together 
with all it contains or produces, all that lives and grow in 
it.' 3 This vital union is the link between the living and 
92 Vicent Mulago, Un Visage Africain du Christianisrne. L'Un-
ion Vitale Bantu Face a l'Unite Vitale Ecclesiale, (Par-
is: Presence Africaine~ 1965), pp.ll5-146. 
93 Father Tempels talks about this relationship in the above 
cited work, pp.68-69. 
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the dead; it is the life giving principle which is found in 
them all. It results from a communion or participation in 
the same reality, the same vital principle, which unites a 
number of beings with another. This life is at the same time 
individual and collective. It is individual because it is 
received by each being which exists and is collective be-
cause each being draws from a common source of life. Life's 
essence stems from the common factor which explains the sol-
idarity of the clan or the ethnic group. That life came from 
the source of power and cannot be destroyed even by death. 
In other words, there is no break between life and death but 
continuity between the two. 
The life of a Muntu includes all that belongs to nim: in-
heritance, family or group capital. This life is shared: the 
member of an ethnic group, a clan or a family knows that he 
does not live to himself but within the community. He knows 
that apart from the community, he would no longer have the 
means of existence. He knows that his life is a participa-
tion in his forefathers' life and that its preservation and 
strengthening depends continually on them. For the Muntu, 
living is existence in the community, it is participation in 
the sacred life of the ancestors; it is an extension of ones 
forefathers and a preparation for one's own life to be car-
ried on in one's descendants. There is a real continuation 
of family and individual life after death. The dead consti-
tute the invisible part of the family, clan or ethnic group, 
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and this invisible part is the most important. At all cere-
monies of any importance, at birth, marriage, death, burial, 
investiture, it is the ancestors who preside, and their will 
is subordinate only to that of the Creator. 
In light of all this, we can summarize the Muntu's con-
ception of himself and the community he lives in as follows: 
the Muntu believes firmly in a vital communion which creates 
solidarity between members of the same family or clan. The 
fact of having been born in a particular family, clan or 
ethnic group incorporates the person within the norms of 
that group. Thus, the family, clan and ethnic group is a 
whole of which each member is only a part. The same blood 
-the same life which is shared by all, which all receive 
from their ancestor, the founder of the clan -runs through 
the veins of all. Every effort must be directed to the pres-
ervation, maintenance, growth and perpetuation of this com-
mon treasure. 
The self depends on the world and the world on the self. 
The Muntu has the feeling of dependence on family, communi-
ty, friends and group. He realizes that his dependence on 
them is incomplete .because none of these dependent forces 
can satisfy all the expectations of the individual. Only 




The Bantu belief system discussed above was the founda-
tion for the political system that prevailed in those days. 
Despite some regional varieties, we can sum up the major 
characterisitics of Bantu traditional society as follows: 
a) Non-individual ownership of the land. 
b) Egalitarian character of the society. 
c) An extensive network of social obligations leading to 
considerable cooperation. 
We have shown that the central position of Muntu entails 
the egalitarian society; the pluralistic character of the 
Bantu personality existing only through and in its relations 
with others entails the collective character of the group 
and common landownership. 
If these characteristics have remained unchanged among 
the Bantu now that they are organized along the lines of 
modern states and using contemporary science and technology, 
then what kind of institutional forms would effectively re-
alize the underlying system of belief so that the Bantu can 
keep organic solidarity with their past? In the following 
chapter, we wish to discuss some of the basic traditional 
political forms and their relationship to the overall Bantu 
traditional world-view. This analysis will allow us to 
present typically Bantu political ideas and beliefs. 
4.1 INTRODUCTION 
Chapter IV 
PATTERNS OF AUTHORITY 
In this chapter, we wish to discuss some of the basic in-
digenous political forms of the Bantu. To do this, we need 
to define our notion of politics and political organization. 
After that, we shall examine some forms of political organi-
zation with an emphasis on their structures and functions. 
The purpose of this analysis is to delineate those underly-
ing traditional principles that supported these structures. 
These values are the ones that maintain, enhance and protect 
the identity of the society from generation to generation. 
Politics is the way a people organize their social life 
with respect to the system of rules and procedures for regu-
lating that mode of social relationship. This system of 
rules is said to emanate from and to be enforced by a recog-
nized system of authority. The apparent aim of such rules is 
to ensure order and to promote the welfare of all the peo-
ple. From this body of rules, the manner 1n which the au-
thority is exercised and further rules created, arises a po-
litical system. Each group of people, traditional or 
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modern, try to organize their political life in accordance 
with the ideas and beliefs they have about the universe and 
the nature of man. This is done within the limits of the ma-
terial conditions of their life. Indeed, the social and po-
litical laws and institutions, and their overall world-view 
reflect the economic reality of the society. 
The following section discusses the kinds of political 
systems which arose out of the Bantu belief system in tradi-
tional sub-saharan Africa. 
4.2 CLASSIFICATION OF POLITICAL SYSTEMS 
There was an intense political life in Africa before con-
tacts with the rest of the world were made as evidenced by 
the anthropological works of Evans Pritchard and E.M. 
Fortes, Middleton and Tait, Isaac Schapera, J. Lombard and 
many historians. Broadly speaking, there were two kinds of 
political systems. Societies having a centralized machinery 
and judicial institutions, in short, a government, are re-
ferred to as Type A societies. Here the cleavages of power, 
wealth, privilege and status correspond to the distribution 
of authority. The well known kingdoms of Dahomey, Mali, Be-
nin, Songhai, Kandem, Kongo are good examples of Type A po-
litical systems. 
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Type B political systems consist of those societies which 
lack a centralized authority, an administrative machinery 
and constituted judicial institutions and in which there are 
no sharp divisions of rank, status or wealth. 
The Bantu traditional system included a wide variety of 
political institutions and procedures . The basic unit of the 
system was the family. A family or a group of families may 
have moved into an area to cultivate the land or herd live-
stock. Little by · little, different family groups will be 
created in the area, the size varying with the type of agri-
cultural production. To maintain order, the families evolved 
a system of authority to settle disputes, promote stability, 
and redress injuries and grievances. Some groups also devel-
oped common procedures to protect their land and themselves 
against invasion and attack. 
groupings tended to become 
As these steps were taken, the 
differentiated from each other 
and a distinct unit emerged. In the evolution of the sys-
tem, certain individuals were given authority in the social 
organization. The headman of the family generally assumed 
the responsibility to promote the welfare of the group and 
maintain order. When a number of families came together, one 
family might be chosen to rule the group. This selection 
sometimes occured as a result of conquest or because one 
family was the first to settle in a given area. The headman 
of these families became the chief. In all ethnic groups, 
the family was the basic unit of the system. It served as 
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the integrator of the society. The family was responsible 
for production, religious and cultural beliefs, order and 
authority, marriage arrangements, and maintaining continuity 
with the past. In other words, the family was responsible 
for passing the traditional system from one generation to 
another. The clan which is an ensemble of several families 
assumed the same responsibility as the family for the wel-
fare of a larger unit. 
Land was the basis of livelihood. Land tenure and land 
cultivation were important social, political and religious 
factors. The chief or headman was the landlord and land ten-
ure was largely communal. Loss of land was a serious matter 
and it was sold only in extreme cases. Technically, the 
chief had the power to regulate land tenancy and cultiva-
tion. In the communal systems all members owed certain re-
sponsibilities to the clan. In case of a disaster, clan mem-
bers are expected to assist the less fortunate. 
The chief's power was that of a judge. He was the inter-
preter of the ancient customs and laws and attempted to de-
termine which party came closer to satisfying the tradition-
al procedures and requirements. The executive function of 
the chief was not emphasized since each individual abode by 
the rules of his group without the necessity for formal en-
forcement. These norms were as old as the group itself and 
respect for the past and antiquity was strong. The rules 
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adopted by previous generations were handed down from father 
to son. The validity of these rules and taboos was rarely 
questioned. Those who broke rules and taboos suffered social 
disapproval and threat of expulsion from the group. Death 
was the ultimate punishment for a serious violation of 
rules. 
Among the Bantu different ethnic groups developed differ-
ent methods to select their chiefs. Lineage was a key factor 
in most cases. Military ability administrative skills and 
charismatic powers played a part in the selection process. 
In some cases, the chief's position was hereditary. Whether 
an ethnic group was patriarchal or matriarcal was very im-
portant: It's through these bloodlines that rank, position 
and rights of the members were controlled. There were ethnic 
groups that elected their chiefs as was the case for the 
Ashanti of Ghana. 
The enormous ethnic, cultural, linguistic, and historical 
diversity within Africa is appreciated even better when one 
examines the great structural varie~y of Bantu traditional 
political systems. There were societies that based the hold-
ing of political power on the mechanism of kinship. Some po-
litical systems incorporated the notion that position of au-
thority should be inherited. Others insisted that political 
power should be earned. Some others felt that political pow-
er should be shared by various interest groups within socie-
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ty. There were those who thought that political power be-
longs to one group within society, a class, an organization, 
a caste. There were democratic systems in Africa as well as 
despotic systems. Some placed great reliance on religious 
authority to guide the destiny of the political ruler. This 
shows that the diversity of traditional African political 
forms and the basic political pluralism that characterized 
African political thought in its traditional settings is ev-
ident and substantial. 
Fortes and Evans-Pritchard's work inspired other social 
scientists to take a closer look at the African traditional 
political scene. Schapera, for instance wrote a book enti-
tled Government and Politics in Tribal Societies' 4 in which 
he challenged Fortes and Pritchard's overemphasis on kinship 
groupings. He developed the notion that a political communi-
ty in the African context is simply a group of people organ-
ized into a single unit managing its affairs independently 
of external control.' 5 Schapera was interested in the pro-
cess by which traditional African political systems devel-
oped through conquest, immigration, the acceptance of refu-
gees and the formation of new units. He was able to stress 
the great diversity and pluralism in Africa and to distin-
guish various political systems on the basis of the nature 
94 Isaac Schapera, Government and Politics in Tribal Socie-
ties (London: C.A. Watts, 1956). 
95 Isaac Schapera, op. cit. p.8. 
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of their political authority, the rights and obligations of 
that authority, and the way in which leaders attained it. 
Another social scientist to enrich the field with new in-
put was Lucy Mair who studied the Masai, the Kipsigi, the 
Nandi and the Meru, all so called segmented political sys-
tems. She analyzed age-sets or training regiments which cut 
across segments lines and which acted as a unifying force 
within segmented societies. She also put an emphasis on the 
quasi-military character of the age-sets and more important 
for this thesis, the process of political socialization that 
takes place within them, namely, the raising of in-group 
consciousness by expanding one's loyalty beyond one's indi-
vidual segment. Formed every ten to fifteen years, the age-
sets divided society vertically into boys, warriors, and 
elders but unified it hor i zontally by bringing all males of 
the same age together for common experiences. After the 
training period of three to four years, the men returned to 
their individual segments, but when group action was re-
quired, the age-sets were reformed. . Although political au-
thority remained diffused among the segments, there was an 
inclination toward a generontocracy in terms of decision 
making; within the age-sets, there was a good deal of empha-
sis on achievement, especially in warfare. 
As we can see, it is imperative that more dynamic analy-
sis of African societies in terms of the interaction between 
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their political forms and societal process be undertaken in 
order to underscore the wide diversity that is the central 
fact of the African heritage. 
The pluralism of African political systems is indicative 
of one important characteristic; Africans chose the system 
that was going to regulate their political matters, they al-
tered them and developed entirely new ones when necessary. 
This is how we can explain the fact that similar systems 
have evolved far removed from one another in time and space, 
and widely differing systems existed side by side. This 
study will follow Eisenstadt's classificatory scheme that 
will help us understand these systems. In "Primitive Politi-
cal Systems: A Preliminary Comparative Analysis,"'' he or-
ders the multiplicity of forms encountered in the African 
context. Drawing from his basic outline, we will try to un-
derstand why some people opted for centralized forms of po-
litical power while others chose diffused ones. 
In Africa, the chief distinction between societies has 
been betwe~n segmented types, in which political power was 
diffused through different groupings of the same society, 
and centralized forms in which there is an identifiable po-
litical center. In the segmented type, there was a cultural 
nation, a linguistic nation, but not a political one in the 
'' S.N.Eisenstadt, "Primitive Political Systems: A Prelimi-
nary Comparative Analysis," in American Anthropologist, 
61(1959), 200-220. 
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sense of having a strong central political authority or, in 
many cases, even a central political authority. Although the 
functions of a political system were performed, there was no 
central political structure, no political process for coor-
dinating the activities of the various units. Underlying 
the segmented form was the philosophical assumption that po-
litical power ought to be localized, fragmented, and dis-
persed, not focused on any central political authority. 
The alternative to this type was the centralized politi-
cal system which had power concentrated at the center, with 
all groups owing allegiance to the political authority. Al-
though there was a considerable variety of centralized forms 
within this pattern, the existence of a single political au-
thority who was the recognized figure at the center of a 
discernible structure remained the key variable in compari-
son to the segmented types. 
4.3 SEGMENTARY SOCIETIES 
4.3.0.5 The Band Organization 
The band is composed of relatively undifferentiated, 
loose groups, families and territorial units. The Jie of 
Uganda, the Anaguta of Nigeria, the Namadi of Mauritania, 
the Tindiga and Bahi of Tanzania, the Twa of Rwanda, the 
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Mbuti of Zaire, and the Kung of the Kalahari desert are so-
cieties in this category. They are characterized by a little 
division of labour~ interaction and interdependence are al-
most inexistent except for the institution of mariage. 
Roles are allocated to members of the family and other small 
groups. The scope for individual achievement and initiative 
is minimal. The main goal orientations are adaptation to the 
environment, procurement of well-being for the community, 
and maintenance of its patterns of life. 
People of the same cultural and linguistic background 
were broken into small bands of ten to fifteen families, all 
related with kinship ties. Political relationships were cot-
erminous with kinship relations so that the society and pol-
ity were one. Power was exercised on an intermittent basis. 
There may be a chief of an individual band but political de-
cisions were usually made by all adult males arguing face to 
face. The band had no fixed territory nor did it have ongo-
ing political structures. Roles were allocated according to 
sex and age. The small size of the band, its egalitarian na-
ture, and the intermittent nature of its political process 
raise some interesting questions about the nature of politi-
cal leadership. In food gathering and hunting societies, 
particularly those living in hostile environments, leaders 
were made, not born. The difficult situations the band had 
to face on a daily basis required that the band had good 
leaders, because a foolish or stubborn leader could cause 
the community to make irreparable mistakes. So, in order to 
--
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surv1ve, the band had to have good leadership over a long 
period of time. Any way the band type of political system is 
being overshadowed by the other types to the extent that on-
ly a small portion of African people have that kind of or-
ganization. 
To illustrate this category, let us talk briefly about 
the political life of the Mbuti of Zaire. Schebesta,' 7 an 
ethnologist who lived with the Mbuti for a number of years 
writes, " ..• there were no chiefs, councils, or any other 
formal governing bodies in a pygmy camp".There is respect 
for age and experience. The opinions of the old an~ the wise 
are highly regarded. Any individual who shows disrespect for 
an old man, or who refuses to comply with any reasonable re-
quest is abused by the others. 
Every man in the band has a full say in any discussion. 
The regulation of hunting activities, settlement of inter-
personal and other disputes are discussed in public. The 
Mbuti respect experience as well as age, so that an individ-
ual's experience in a particular field increases his author-
ity in that field. There is no formal leadership, any ques-
tion that arises is settled by discussion, respect being 
given to the older and most experienced men. 
'
7 Schebesta, P., "Chez les Pygmees de l'Ituri." in Congo, 
10, vol.2,#3. pp.415-421. 
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4.3.0.6 The Classical Segmentary Society 
This type was more widespread than the band organization. 
It differed from the band in terms of the size and scope of 
the individual segments, the amount of interaction among 
them, and the rich and dynamic interplay between political 
authority and social cohesion. In the classical segmented 
system there was one cultural nation, the members of which 
recognized their affinities to it and their unity vis-a-vis 
other peoples, but the nation was broken down into a number 
of smaller units whose basis of membership was clearly kin-
ship. Despite the sense of belonging to the same nation, the 
segments were often in competition with one another. The 
clan was the basic unit for both life in the community and 
for politics. Depending on the society, a clan may have had 
a leader, a group of leaders, or a committee of elders, but 
there was no political authority for the entire nation. 
There were hereditary offices as well as electoral ones. The 
community had a strong homogeneity at the cultural, linguis-
tic and religious levels, but no territorial base. To live 
in a particular territory did not necessarily mean that one 
became a member of that community. As a matter of fact, sim-
ilar groups could be separated by completely different peo-
ple. These people found dispersed political authority the 
best political system and placed great importance on indi-
vidual subgroup autonomy. The classical segmented system 
was found everywhere in Africa: the Kru of Liberia and Sier-
ra Leone, the Ibo of Nigeria, the Lobi of Burkina Faso, the 
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Nuer in Sudan, the Kikuyu in Kenya, the Tallensi in Ghana, 
the Tonga in Zambia, the Kpe in Cameroon and so on. 
To illustrate how a classical segmentary political system 
functioned, we will give a more detailed account of the Kpe 
political system. As we saw it earlier, a major characteris-
tic of segmentary societies is the absence of an elaborate 
system of centralized authority where political power is 
concentrated in a chief or a king. The basic political unit 
of the Kpe political system is the village, i.e. the extend-
ed family. The extended family usually began with the nucle-
ar family and "as the sons grew to manhood and married they 
left the parental roof and either wandered away to found new 
villages or established themselves in the neighborhood."' 8 
So, the family expanded into a number of persons all linked 
by close ties of blood, acknowledging descent from a common 
ancestor, and thus evolved the extended family. Two theo-
ries have been offered to explain why and when the extended 
family broke up to form another. One theory is derived from 
the fact of internal disintegration or the process of fis-
sion while the other seeks to explain the phenomenon in 
terms of the fusion or absorption process. Fission takes 
place when a social unit becomes so large that loyalty to 
the leader becomes diffuse and divided causing one faction 
to break away to form a totally different social unit. This 
'
8 Allen, J.G.E., Intelligence reports on the Clans and Vil-
lage Groups 2i victoria Division, TBuea: West Cameroon 
Archives, 1938). 
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must have happened to many Kpe villages. As the new break 
away villages developed, their numbers were usually swollen 
by the fresh bands of nomads who "preferred to share in the 
harvest sown by others rather than hack a living for them-
selves from the primeval forests."'' And here fusion began. 
The fresh bands of settlers would be given land and gradual-
ly absorbed into the extant settlements until eventually 
they claimed blood relationship with the original inhabi-
tants. 
Government in Kpe village is theoretically the adminis-
trative system of the extended family writ large, with the 
family of the founder of the village by the most senior 
branch in the patrilineal line taking precedence. Age and 
descent from the family of the founder are the two most cru-
cial pre-requisites for leadership. In each village, the 
oldest man and descendant of the founder is the acknowledged 
head of the village. The oldest man was the oracle and the 
patr i arch who presided over the spiritual and temporal wel-
fare of his flock. It was his duty to sacrifice to the fami-
ly gods and the respect paid to him was due partly to this 
power of communion with . the deities and partly to his excep-
tional experience of the world. 
' ' Allen, J.G.E., op. cit. p.l5 
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Jealously proud of their independence, the Kpe do not 
confer autocratic powers on their ruler. He is just a vil-
lage head or Sang'mboa(head of the country) who in effect is 
the leader of the body of elders, the Vambaki. The Sang'mboa 
is no autocrat and his judgements or orders were never given 
except in collaboration with other family elders; but at 
every family meeting, he was the acknowledged president and 
even if his physical or · mental faculties were failing, his 
presence was considered essential for the discussion of any 
matter of importance. Theoretically, village government is 
borne by the extended family as an administrative unit but 
in actual practice, day-to-day administration is carried out 
by a council composed of the village patriarchs which swells 
during matters of general interest to a mass meeting. 
When not deciding political issues, the Sang'mboa and his 
Vambaki, assisted by other responsible men in the village, 
devise and execute laws and legal decisions. Conflict reso-
lution is based on the principle of trial by acclamation 
where the entire community sitting as a collective group-
judge listens to cases and passes judgements. Ardener states 
that "laws are generally enforceable by public opinion if 
they really represent the wishes of the majority." 100 Where 
the author of a crime is in doubt or unwitnessed, an oath or 
ordeal is usually administered to the suspect in an effort 
100 Edwin w. Ardener, Coastal Bantu of the Cameroons (Lon-
don: International African Institute,-r956), p.72. 
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to force a confession. 
Succession and inheritance are not strictly by primogeni-
ture. Ardener states: "In theory, succession to the chief-
taincy falls to the eldest son of the deceased, but this is 
not automatic, the new chief being elected by a body of Vam-
baki will take into account age and personal qualities and 
in practice, many chiefs are brothers or younger sons of 
their predecessors." 101 The following persons are in princi-
ple out of the line of succession: persons with disabling 
infirmities and maternal relatives. 
As a rule, property is inherited by the eldest son of the 
deceased or his eldest surviving brothers where the deceased 
has no sons or his sons are still young. Women do not in-
herit as they are technically part of the property to be in-
herited. Property is usually divided among close patri- and 
matri- lineal kin the deceased. Variations to the rule of 
inheritance from father to son, or if there is no son, the 
deceased's oldest surviving brothers, exist. Where a man has 
no sons or brothers (or even when he has living brothers) he 
may specifically request that his sister's son inherit his 
property. A man can also will his property to his daughter, 
if he has no sons and she in her turn, in the absence of any 
male issue, can will her property to her daughter. Ardener 
summarizes the inheritance pattern as follows: "the most ac-
101 Edwin w. Ardener, ibid. p.73. 
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ceptable heir is the eldest son; in default of a son, nor-
mally a brother (but by arrangement before death even a sis-
ter's son); in default of a brother, a sister's son or a 
daughter." 102 
Kinship relationships play an important role in Kpe so-
cial life. The Kpe have a double descent kinship system with 
patrilineal links being more dominant in most aspects of 
life: virilocal marriage leads to formal stress on the pa-
trilineal links and only patrilineages are named and local-
ized. It has been mentioned elsewhere that village headship 
devolves on the oldest member of the senior branch of the 
founding patrilineage, making it possible for a whole vil-
lage to be descended from one common patrilineal ancestor. 
While the stress is on patrilineal links, matrilineal affil-
iations are ignored, since they are of great emotional and 
spiritual significance. Matrilineages come together on cer-
tain oc~asions especially during fertility rites. Marriage 
is prohibited between persons who can trace any degree of 
relationship either patrilineally or matrilineally; marriage 
is also prohibited between distant in-laws. A man cannot, 
therefore marry two women from the same family. Great varia-
tions occur in the Kpe kinship system lending it a certain 
looseness in texture, for instance, while patrilineages pro-
vide the framework of the local unit, it is very common for 
men to live in the village of their mother or their mother's 
102 Edwin w. Ardener, ibid. p.75 
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mother. 
Among the Kpe, there are no rites of passage that signal 
entry into adulthood. This stepwise introduction in differ-
ent aspects of life provide the raison d'etre for age sets. 
The Kpe, therefore, stand in contrast to their Douala neigh-
bors who prescribe definite rules and rites which boys be-
tween the ages of twelve and fifteen years are required to 
observe before being allowed to group themselves into age 
sets. Kpe have no secret associations that have important 
roles to play in the decision making process of the communi-
ty. The only type of associations in existence are those 
that function primarily as recreational agencies. Men's as-
sociations are organized separately from women's. The impor-
tan men's societies are Male and Nyanga and for women Liengu 
and Malova. 
4.3.0.7 The Universally Segmented Society 
Our analysis of the two previous systems, the band organ-
ization and the classical segmented system shows that the 
people who chose these systems were mostly concerned with 
the decentralization of political power, the egalitarian na-
ture of the political process and individual subgroup auton-
omy. The Universalistic segmented system has these same con-
cerns but adds a need for a common socialization process. 
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Individual segments retain their political autonomy, but 
members of the various segments are brought together by a 
common process. This form was extremely popular throughout 
Africa. The cultural nation was divided into segmented sub-
groups; the people found within each territorial unit were 
not necessarily limited by kinship groupings. But through 
the institution of age~sets, individuals from each segment 
left that segment to join with their comrades. 
This mixture of subgroup autonomy and common socializa-
tion was a distinctive feature of the Maasai of Kenya, the 
Sandawe and Nyakusa of Tanzania, the Nandi, Kipsigi, Meru of 
Kenya, and the Banyang of Cameroon. Often, age sets were 
complicated, many faceted organizations, with corresponding 
units for men and women. Within these systems, political 
roles were generally allocated on the basis of achievement. 
Often, there were two sets of leaders, the village elders 
and the warrior chiefs. This role allocation itself under-
lines an interesting assumption about human collectivities 
and the nature of political leadership. Among the people who 
adopted the universalistic segmented system, it was assumed 
that a certain leader was good for one situation, such as 
peace, where certain qualities were essential to preserve 
the societal order, settle disputes and generally harmonize 
the running of the society. On the other hand, in a war 
situation, the qualities that would make a leader would be 
of a different order. So, political roles were allocated on 
the basis of achievement. 
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The Banyang are a case in point here. Their political 
system has been described as a diffuse political community, 
i.e. a community where the centers of political power and 
authority are dispersed and not concentrated into the hands 
of one person. Central to Banyang political theory is the 
concept of ETOK which is subject to three different inter-
pretations. It could mean settlement -I.e., a group of hous-
es, a settlement or place of common residentS. 103 A second 
interpretation renders ETOK as a community or more precisely 
a residential community -i.e. a group of people who reside 
together and who by their common residence share a solidari-
ty and have a common identity. Thirdly, the concept of ETOK 
could also be used in a more restrictive sense to denote a 
body or group of persons who collectively represent the wid-
er residential community. Ruel considers the ETOK as consti-
tuting the epicenter of Banyang political system. 
Structurally, the Banyang political community is divided 
into three main levels: a village section, a village, and a 
village group; and each at its own level is represented by a 
body of leading and senior men who by virtue of the fact 
that they do represent the group have the power to make au-
thoritative decisions concerning it. Each of these groups 
sitting corporately, makes decisions and authoritatively 
carries them out with the political authority of an ETOK. 
1 0 3 M.J. Ruel, Leopards and Leaders: Constitutional Politics 
Among ~ Cross River -people (London: Tavistock Publica-
tions, 1969), p.280. 
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There is an element of self autonomy within each level of 
decision making. Each group has limited political indepen-
dence and in some contexts it has the power to act indepen-
dently, but in other contexts it must accept the authority 
of the wider group in which it is merged, which is the ETOK 
at the village group level. Ruel refers to this interplay of 
independence and dependence as the principle of "phased au-
tonomous action." 104 The presence of an overarching politi-
cal authority to which lesser political authorities owe al-
legiance is a significant difference between the Kpe and 
Banyang political systems. The former do not accept the idea 
of a pontifex maximus in their theory of government. The 
body of councilors in each village is the supreme decision 
making organ subject to no other authority. In describing 
the operational structure of Banyang political community, 
Ruel delineates two types of councils: those councils that 
are coterminous with the three main levels of community or-
ganization: village section council, village council, and 
village group council~ and a more exclusive body which gen-
erally meets regul~rly that Ruel calls the inner council. 
Membership overlaps, in practice as an elder could jointly 
hold membership in the village section council and the vil-
lage group council. The inner council exists in all the 
three levels of community power structure but it is general-
ly at the level of a village that the inner council is most 
104 Ruel, ibid. p.21. 
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effective. It is composed of the village leader who is also 
the most senior elder together with a number of other promi-
nent elders, usually leaders of the various village sections 
that make up the village. The inner council closely closely 
resembles the cabinet in parliamentary government, charged 
with the formulation of policy and coordination of the in-
terests and knowledge of the different leading members of 
its various sections and to give continuity to the govern-
mental actions carried out at different levels. 
The Banyang leader has little personal authority, merely 
what he has derives from the support of the council of which 
he is merely the "primus inter pares." 105 The Banyang have 
no concept of chieftaincy. Leadership is neither an innate 
righ nor one of formal authority. A leader is essentially a 
representative of the people and the community subject to 
its control. But this relationship is not assymetrical, for 
according to Ruel: "Community leaders are by no means mere 
spokesmen of a group whose form or policy is beyond their 
power to influence. The reverse is in fact the case. While 
insisting upon the formal equality of all who are members of 
the community, Banyang also respect and acclaim those whose 
personal qualities of leadership serve to maintain and en-
hance the solidarity of the group. So also it is said that a 
community cannot exist without someone at its head." 106 
1 0 5 E.H.F. Gorges, Banyang Tribal Area 
(Buea; West Cameroon Archives, 1930T: 
Assessment Report 
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The Banyang regard age groups as literally those born at 
the same time, 1.e. within a few days of each other, or one 
or two months apart. Before adolescence, age mates are 
pointed out by parents to the children. Upon reaching ado-
lescence, a group of coevals becomes formally organized and 
empowered to manage its own affairs independently, make its 
own laws, and punish any members who contravene them. The 
age group, it follows, only assumes corporate existence upon 
the attainment of adolescence by those children who were 
born about the same time. 
Each age group is composed of three grades: the senior or 
front grade among whom the leader of the age group was cho-
sen; the middle grade, and the back grade. These age grades 
are based on age differences within the group, with the old-
est members in the front grade and the youngest and newly 
initiated in the back grade. Age groups function primarily 
as recreational groups though they usually meet for func-
tional purposes, 
return for food 
norms of group 
like helping out a member on 
and wine. Age groups operate 
solidarity and mutuality of 
his farm in 
on the basic 
relationship 
among members. Sharing and treating of each member as equals 
are the inherent operative principles. Group loyalty contin-
ues to operate throughout the life span of its membership 
with meetings held occasionally until the last of the mem-
bers have died out. 
106 Ruel, op.cit. pp.66-67 
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There are three points concerning Banyang age groups: 1) 
the transferability of status among age groups from differ-
ent villages. Although age groups are usually organized in 
each village, yet they operate a network of reciprocal rela-
tionships such that a stranger from a different village is 
always welcomed to a meeting of his equivalent age group in 
another village (and while participating in the meeting he 
still maintains the grade he occupies in his original age 
group); 2) age groups serve to rank all its members by age 
status thus defining the relative seniority of any man to 
another. In a society where age is a 
status and degree of formal respect 
aspect of the age groups is extremely 
age groups provide a forum for general 
major determinant of 
one receives, this 
significant; and 3) 
discussion and thus 
play a critical role in leadership socialization and prepa-
ration. 
A variety of associations performing a number of differ-
ent functions (political, economic, religious and social.) 
exist among the Banyang. There are some whose activities and 
interests are local and therefore restrict themselves to a 
few villages or village .groups while others extend through-
out Banyang country. A distinction can be made between tra-
ditional associations (where traditional is defined as a 
historical and conceptual term), and modern associations, 
where the latter are historically of recent origin formed in 
response to contemporary conditions. A key feature of tradi-
tiona l Banyang associations is their rules of secrecy which 
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are designed to preserve in-group exclusiveness and also, 
one suspects, to lend an air of mystery to their proceed-
ings. Associations are organized for members only, who pay 
fees, and accept the rules that govern their conduct for the 
duration of their membership. While committed to the satis-
faction of the various needs of its membership, an associa-
tion also has far-reaching authority over its membership, 
including the power to fine and puni recalcitrant members. 
As a rule, outsiders are excluded from participating in ac-
tivities of associations they do not belong to and are also 
not subject to the legal authority of these associations. 
However, there are some associations whose coercive authori-
ty extends beyond their own membership and in practice can 
and do fine and punish non-members who are offenders. 
There are three very active and ~idespread traditional 
associations in Banyang with extensive command powers over 
non members. These are : Basinjom, Tui, and Ngbe secret 
cults. The Basinjom is a supernatural association whose main 
function is the detection and exposure of witchcraft. In the 
course of performing this function, the entire community is 
subjected to its antics and it can summon any individual su-
spected of witchcraft to prove his/her innocence through the 
ordeal method. Tui is an association whose main function 
traditionally has been punishment by death for offenders of 
certain crimes. The Ngbe is both a recreational and a polit-
ical association. In its political or governmental role, 
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Ngbe operates as an authoritative body that protects the 
rights of individual members of the association or upholds 
community decisions originating from the community council. 
Individual rights protected are those that relate to land 
and property. In its relations with the community, Ngbe is 
used as a megaphone through which community council deci-
sions are formally announced to the community: once the as-
sociation has been used in this formal way, sanction, commu-
nity laws, any challenge or transgression becomes however 
automatically an association matter. When Ngbe co-opt a 
community decision, this automatically becomes a law of 
Ngbe, and Ngbe assumes overall sanctioning authority. The 
association then becomes, to use Ruel words, the reified and 
incorporated community council. The transformation of the 
Ngbe into the community is made possible through an ingeni-
ous device which permits all the influential community lead-
ers to become members of Ngbe. It is this fact of overlap-
ping membership which enhances the political importance of 
the Ngbe secret cult. 
If Ngbe is indeed a reconstructed community council, why 
the resort to this elaborate subterfuge? Why is there a need 
for the council to operate under cover of Ngbe? The answer, 
Ruel suggests, lies in the nature of the Banyang corporate 
structure. Two interrelated but seemingly contradictory 
principles define this corporate structure and also deter-
mine the role of associations in general and that of Ngbe in 
particular vis-a-vis Banyang society. The first of these 
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principles requires that corporate political action be based 
upon the consensus of the members of the group involved~ and 
the second principle emphasizes the need to accomodate with-
in such collective action the diverse interests of the indi-
vidual members who make up the whole. In short, group deci-
sions imply broad-based political participation and input 
reflecting all shades of interest in the community: unity in 
diversity. The Ngbe association is an organization of people 
who share some common values and interests over and above 
those that are purely local and parochial in nature. Ngbe 
owes its sense of group solidarit to the shared common val-
ues of membership and is able to maintain its solidarity 
character because it permits membership to participate in 
the formulation of group policies decisions. Ngbe therefore 
plays a central role in the process of defining Banyang cor-
porate political structure. 
4.3.0.8 The Ritually Stratified Society 
Another variation of the segmented system was the ritual-
ly stratified. This form was like the classical version but 
with some differentiation among religious offices and some 
social stratification based on the possession of certain sa-
cred objects. The individual segments were more or less self 
sufficient in economic and political terms but interacted 
for ritual concerns. There was considerable competition for 
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ritual purposes. It 1s important to note that the central 
religious figure was both a symbol of national unity and the 
actual head of the nation for religious ceremonies, but en-
joyed no political power. 
For example, among the Teke of Zaire, there was a "divine 
king" who was the symbolic referent of the nation, but who 
had no political power. 
4.4 CENTRALIZED SOCIETIES 
4.4.0.9 The Pyramidal Monarchy 
At least three major variations of the centralized form 
occured in Africa. The first of these, the Pyramidal or Fed-
erated variety, had a strong central authority and a recog-
nized head of State, but also featured considerable subgroup 
autonomy. Within the subgroups, there was considerable self 
regulation. Membership in the total community depended upon 
membership in one of the subgroups. There were no age-sets 
and the central political authority depended on the sub-
groups to raise armies, collect taxes and all sort of activ-
ities crucial to the functioning of the whole kingdom. The 
central political authority was considered to be the first 
among equals. The inner council was a major decision making 
body consisting of the leaders of the various subgroups. The 
King was almost always the head of one of the families. In 
126 
the pyramidal arrangement, there was often considerable so-
cial stratification; that is the series of interlocking 
units were not always socially equal. This form of govern-
ment existed all across Africa with such famous examples as 
the Asante of Ghana, the Bemba in Zambia, the Xhosa in South 
Africa, the Baluba of Zaire, the Alur of Uganda among oth-
ers. 
The Bemba people who are spread out between the borders 
of Zambia, Zaire and Tanzania were led by members of a sin-
gle shallow lineage within the royal family. There were 
about twenty Bemba chiefdoms spread over an area of 20,000 
square miles. All these chiefdoms constituted a single po-
litical unit. Each chiefdom, the Calo, was the basic unit of 
administration within which a chief dispensed justice and 
collected tribute and military service. Borders among chief-
doms were defined by natural features such as rivers and 
streams. To consolidate his power, the chief granted the 
village leadership to his own relatives. But these sub-
chiefs ruled only on his behalf, not in their own right. 
The chief's own village, the Musumba, assumed special impor-
tance as a refuge in times of war. Victor Giraud reports 
that every chief was responsible of collecting tribute from 
the people within his chiefdom. 107 His authority was politi-
cal, economic and religious. He claimed ownership of the 
l 0 7 Victor Giraud, Les Lacs de l'Afrigue Eguatoriale, Paris: 
PRGS 1890), pp.332-337. 
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land and the fruits of his peoples' labor. This was rein-
forced by the fact that the Bemba believed chiefs had the 
power to affect the fertility of the land and its inhabi-
tants, animals and humans. All chiefs were in turn servants 
of the paramount chief, the Chitimukulu. Chiefdoms were 
linked to one another through a complex network of kinship 
ties between the chiefs themselves. 
The most basic force of centralization derived from the 
mystical nature of chieftainship. Other chiefs might claim 
to be the owners of their chiefdoms, with mystical powers 
over resourses, but Chitimukulu was identified not only with 
his own domain, Lubemba, but with all Bemba country and all 
Bemba people. He was invested with a divine kingship over 
all Bemba. The fact that all chiefs were members of a sin-
gle lineage was crucial in bringing all the Bemba together. 
4.4.0.10 The Associational Monarchy 
In addition to the pyramidal monarchy outlined above, 
there is a second form of federated monarchy, one with asso-
ciational bases. It was similar to the pyramidal type in 
terms of having a central political structure together with 
a strong subgroup autonomy with its concomitant emphasis on 
the checks on royal power. In addition, there were no age 
sets but rather a series of associational groups that cut 
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across clan lines. These societies formed a link between 
the clan or village and the central political authorities. 
The societies assumed some political and administrative 
functions, such as the collection of debts and there was 
considerable competition for the high posts within the soci-
eties. In many cases, electoral competition took on highly 
modern aspects. 
Among the Tswana, the chief was the symbol of the group's 
unity, and the focal point of all activities. He was the ex-
ecutive and the legislative head of government and the offi-
cial representative of his people. He adjudicated all seri-
ous crimes and civil disputes and was the final court of 
appeal from the verdicts of village courts. The chief con-
trolled the distribution of land, the organization of hunt-
ing expeditions, trade relations with neighboring ethnic 
groups. He was also responsible for the performance of the 
magical and religious ceremonies upon which the welfare of 
his people depended. It is this concentration of all govern-
mental functions in the hands of one person which more than 
anything else distinguished traditional government among the 
Tswana. 
Beside power and authority, the chief was custodian of 
the land, arbitrator with the ancestors, provider of rain, 
and the richest man of the society. He was considered a fa-
ther rather than simply a ruler which made him responsible 
for the welfare of his subjects. He spent most of his time 
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in his palace, listening to news, petitions and complaints 
and gave orders for whatever action needed to be taken. Ul-
timately, the chief was the only decision maker among the 
Tswana. Nevertheless, he was not supposed to go against the 
will of the people. Decision making was a long process. The 
chief was supposed to consult his advisors, the council of 
headmen, and finally the whole community at a public gather-
ing. The decision that was made was supposed to reflect the 
majority view. The chief chose his advisors and could dis-
miss them as he wished. 
4.4.0.11 The Centralized Monarchy 
In contrast to both the federated and associational 
forms, the centralized or hierarchical monarchy was distin-
guished by strong central political administration, a firm 
territorial base, and heterogeneous membership. It was a 
widely spread pattern in traditional Africa, found among the 
Fipa of Tanzania, the Zulu, Nguni, Swazi, and Tswana of 
South Africa, and many others. Membership was not based on 
kinship nor did an individual have to join one of the sub-
groups. Instead, one joined by pledging direct allegiance to 
the King. The King had his own administration made up of 
both nobles and commoners. There were age sets loyal to the 
King and he had the power to tax and call forth work parties 
for communal labor. Subgroup autonomy was limited, although 
130 
some subordinate chiefs had considerable power. There was a 
King's council, whose membership was determined by the King. 
The central political authority stood at the apex of the na-
tion. This type of system exhibited strong absorptive capa-
bilities, the ability to amalgamate conquered peoples; it 
often permitted cultural pluralism. The hierarchical rnonar-
chy had an advantage in its absorptive capability and its 
ability to marshal its ressources in a way denied all seg-
rnented systems. 
The Bafut of the Cameroon grassfields is an excellent ex-
ample of a centralized monarchy. Their political community 
is an elaborate hierarchical system at the top of which is 
the FON, the spiritual, executive, legislative and political 
leader of his people. He is assisted in the execution of the 
many functions by two of his brothers whom he appoints to 
act as chiefs of staff following his accession to the Fon-
ship. The subalterns are empowered to act in the Fen's ab-
sence. 
Clearly the most important political institution in the 
Fen's political organization is the council of elders, corn-
prising his two lieutenants and a group of twelve nobles, 
the Bukurn. 101 The council serves as advisory board for the 
l 0 8 The Bukum are nobles who advise the Fon. They are usual-
ly commoners who have been elevated to the rank of noble 
by virtue of their meritorious service to the Fon. They 
are not nobles by birth. There are about fifty Bukurn in 
Bafut, twelve of whom comprise the Fen's council of eld-
ers. The death of one of the twelve, necessitates the 
131 
Fon, assisting him formulating policy and helping to draw up 
religious and judicial decisions. All the councilors belong 
to a secret society called the Kweyifon. Appointment to the 
council of elders is for life, and upon the death of a coun-
cillor, a successor is raised from the ranks of the Bukum by 
the council with the approval of the Fon. The council of 
elders is headed by the tabekweyifon, who is at the same 
time "Prime Minister" and "Head Priest". As chief executor 
of the Fon's orders, he has a great deal of secular and 
spiritual authority reinforced by the powerful Kweyifon se-
cret society which he heads. His religious importance is ev-
idenced by the secrecy and elaborate ritual that shrouds his 
person. 
The Fon and his council of elders govern through delega-
tion of powers. The villages are subdivided into quarters, 
each headed by a quarterhead, Tanukuro. The quarterhead is 
the Fon's representative in that quarter; he represents the 
quarter at central headquarters and transmits information, 
announcements, and orders from there to his quarter. In ad-
dition, his functions include supplying and organizing peo-
ple from his quarter for the community's projects such as 
road building, working in the Fon's compound and clearing 
his farms. The quarterhead is also empowered to collect an 
selection of a replacement from among the other thirty-
eight Bukum. For more details, see Ritzenthaler, Robert 
and Ritzenthaler Pat, Cameroon Village: An Ethnography 
of the Bafut, (Milwaukee: Public Museum Publications in 
Ethnography 8, 1962). 
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annual tax from the male adults in his quarters. 
Bafut has been described as a highly organized society 
with a developed political system, which at this point may 
be termed a benevolent dictatorship. The considerable power 
which has been delegated to a nobility raised by service 
from commoner ranks seems very beneficial and useful in con-
trolling nepositism and in keeping government distributed 
among a wider group than the royal family alone. This au-
thoritarian Bafut political structure, it has been argued, 
has persisted over the years due to the widespread belief in 
traditional supernatural forces and an acceptance by the 
governed that governorship was a divine right. 
The system for conflict resolution among the Bafut is an 
extension of the political realm. The Fon with the aid of 
his council of elders performs the judicial duties of judg-
ing and sentencing on all criminal cases. 
Succession to Fonship is not by primogeniture. The Fon 
usually chooses his successor from among his sons aided by 
the Bukum. Personal qualities are a factor, since selection 
is not automatic but on the basis of qualifications and 
abilities. The same principle is followed in property inher-
itance. Whoever has been appointed successor inherits the 
deceased name, the compound, all his wives and property as 
well as the entire responsibility for the estate. Where a 
head of lineage dies without a son as successor, his brother 
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will appoint one of their sons as the new head. But a line-
age head never inherits the property of any deceased male 
members of his lineage. He, however, is responsible for the 
care of any older wives, while the younger ones are inherit-
ed by the deceased's successor. 
The kinship system is patrilocal and patrilineal. The 
lineage is composed of all the people descended from a com-
mon male ancestor and marriage between its members is 
strictly forbidden. Boys and girls have close relationships 
with their mother's brothers. It is important to note that 
in Bafut while both paternal and maternal uncles are treated 
with great respect, it is the mother's senior brother who 
receives the bulk of attention from his sister's children. 
The Bafut have no tradition of age groups: men's associa-
tions are the most important feature of social organization. 
The most important male association is the Majong society to 
which all adult males automatically belong. The Majong is 
organized by quarters and functions as powerful military or-
ganization. Majong men are selected on the basis of their 
strength and bravery and formed a core of reservists ready 
to take part in military duties. 
There are a number of secret societies for both titled 
persons and commoners in Bafut, all of which are an integral 
part of the political and religious organization of the 
kingdom. Membership is restricted to males and all the soci-
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eties have closed meetings. By far the most important of 
these is the regulatory society Kweyifon from whose member-
ship ranks princes are excluded. Th Kweyfon is composed of 
noblemen who have been raised from the ranks of commoners 
through payment of required fees and as a result of honora-
ble service to the Fon. It provides a pool of noblemen from 
which the Fon's councillors who make up his council of eld-
ers are drawn. The Kweyfon is headed by the Tabekweyifon, 
second in importance only to the Fon in the politico-relig-
ious hierarchy of the Bafut kingdom. As head of the Kweyfon 
he is also Prime Minister and Chief Priest. 
The Fon as a secular monarch rules the kingdom through 
the Kweyfon, which also considers the Fon as its son. Theo-
retically, a Fon can be deposed or killed by the Kweyfon 
when he oversteps his secular and spiritual authority. The 
Kweyfon serves in this respect as a check on the powers of a 
monarch who is regarded as a divinity. Thus, the Kweyfon is 
the only institution capable of interceding between the peo-
ple and their ruler when the latter becomes too autocratic. 
Paradoxically the Kweyfon is also subordinate to the Fon in 
the sense that it is he who appoints its members by virtue 
of his position as the supreme noble. A most interesting 
set-up emerges; the Fon appoints commoners, who have demon-
strated their unflinching loyalty to him, to become noblemen 
and by right members of the Kweyfon; the Fon who abuses his 
power and disregards the sage counsel of his Kweyfon sooner 
or latter confronts a Kweyfon that has withdrawn its support 
135 
from the Fon and dissociated itself from any decisions taken 
by him. 
4.5 THE TRADITIONAL STATE: VALUES AND FUNCTIONS 
4.5.0.12 Values and The Political Community 
In summarizing the Bantu traditional thought, the Muntu 
believes that everything in the universe is a life force, 
that there is a hierarchy of forces, that all forces are in 
constant interaction, that the universe of force is centered 
on the self, that the self order and the world order are 
identical and that the nature of things requires that all 
forces be strengthened and not weakened, that the individual 
should be seen in the light of the whole and that meaning, 
significance and value depend on the art of integration. 
These beliefs are the cornerstone of Bantu traditional 
thought. In order to study the Bantu's political doctrine, 
we have to look at how the Muntu tries to resolve the con-
flict of opposition between the individual and the society 
he lives in. 
Every normal individual has three levels of existence: as 
an individual, as a member of a group and as a member of a 
community. The Bantu culture fuses these three levels to-
gether through the belief that all forces are perpetually 
interacting with one another and interpenetrating each oth-
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er. There is nothing like a solitary individual among the 
Bantu. The life of the individual is the life of the whole 
society because what each life force does affect the whole 
community. While the individual strives to satisfy his per-
sonal desires and to develop his personal abilities, he must 
see all his efforts and aspirations as benefiting the whole 
community. It is within the community that the individual 
acquires a new life and meaning. This is where the "I" be-
comes "We". This is achieved because the individual mind is 
elevated to ideals which lie even beyond conscious under-
standing, that is to say, the psychology of the individual 
is coordinated with the psychology of the whole society and 
both, because of this combination, are elevated by the feel-
ings and the emotions of ideals to a level beyond our under-
standing. This synthesis of the individual and the whole 
community is made possible by the Muntu's belief in ances-
tors, the living dead, the future generations and above all, 
God, the head of the community. 
For the Muntu, the most important element in a community 
is the human element. The population of the political commu-
nity includes both the living and the dead. The territory of 
the political unit is usually defined in terms of the people 
who make it up. And people are in turn defined as people be-
longing to one ancestor or father or rather people belonging 
to one blood. Those who chose to live abroad are still gov-
erned from their home base, 
this primordial kinship base. 
indicating the importance of 
This is why the Muntu no mat-
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ter where he is located, is closely linked to the fortunes 
and problems of his home village and clan. Those who are 
abroad owe loyalty firstly to their home villages and clans. 
The problems of the communities they are resident are secon-
dary in importance. They are expected to contribute to the 
development of their home village irrespective of whether 
they ever hope to enjoy the fruits of such development. How-
ever, it should be noted that the unifying material base for 
this kinship tie is the land which the primordial community 
owns in common. The common practice of wanting to be buried 
in one's homeland testifies to the importance of this ma-
terial base of kinship and political ties. 
The Bantu traditional political community was a spiritual 
community, involving union of living blood relatives, the 
dead relatives and the Gods · of the community. Without this 
spirit, life would be empty for the Muntu. The individual 
society and universe are permeated by it. Spirit is the 
force that creates order or disorder, peace or war, strength 
or weakness. Spirit embraces the power of beliefs, ideas and 
thought. It constitute the source of inspiration, vitality 
and possibilities. It imposes order on process or change and 
also the source of qualitatively enriches life. Spirit is 
authority, of law and of integration. 
creativity and the strong foundation 
It is the source of 
which supports all ac-
tivities and commitments. Without it, personal and collec-
tive responsibility disappear. Spirit maintains the unity of 
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vital process: individual, family, group, community and all 
expressions of life. Peace, love, justice, well being, hap-
piness are not political and economic products but the goals 
towards which the spirit directs human activities. Spirit 
adds depth and cohesion to life. As a unifying vital princi-
ple, it eliminates all individual and group boundaries. It 
creates the awareness of a wider and deeper content of life 
and, with this standard, human activity and achievement are 
evaluated. The spirit is the vital force that creates a com-
munity of people. The community is not the number of the 
individuals in a society. To be a man, is to be born in a 
community or spirit. Every individual has to manifest the 
community 1n him or her by sharing from and in the collec-
tive beliefs and tasks. So, a community is the product of 
common faith, not common fact. Only through the spirit can 
solidarity between the past, present and future generations 
be achieved. Spirit can not develop in an atmosphere pollut-
ed by indiscipline, corruption and falsehood. 
This importance that the Muntu lays on the community 
spirit does not make it a tyrant. The awareness of individu-
al selfhood, position, and circumstances is not absent. So, 
the community is not the only reality; the individual, a 
life force, is also a reality. What a Bantu community calls 
its heritage includes the work and contributions of individ-
uals within a community. It is therefore impossible to abol-
ish the individual or the community. The goal of Bantu cul-
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tural values and civilizations is to unify all opposites. 
This is a source of strengths for the whole community. 
The spirit of the political community requires a lot of 
sacrifice to uphold human dignity. The community of people, 
through its awareness and insight into nature of things 
knows what kind of of sacrifice that collective living de-
mands. It knows that this sacrifice has to be freely chosen 
and executed or else fate would impose it on the people in-
voluntarily. So to strengthen and maintain the equilibrium 
between the individual and his society, the Bantu have all 
sorts of religious and psychological mechanisms such as ini-
tiation rites and ceremonies, the offering of sacrifices to 
ancestors, spirits and God to name a few. When things go 
wrong, people change themselves, not nature or the world. It 
is through sacrifice that we know what people cherish most. 
Sacrifice is painful and rewarding. The Bantu cultural spir-
it lay emphasis more on inward development than on external 
expansion. 
The preservation of the spirit of community among the 
Bantu is assured by the ethnic group. Each group has its own 
set of values and the ethnic man attaches the highest impor-
tance to these values. The persistence of ethnicity among 
the Bantu and with it the resilience of Bantu traditions, 
proves that Bantu authority codes have crystallized despite 
the attempt to uproot them. We assume that the attachment to 
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ethnic group values holds true for the majority of people 
living in polyethnic societies; that these values persist 
regardless of changes in the environment (the ethnic man re-
mains an ethnic man whether Oxford educated or peasant in a 
rural community). Another assumption is that in spite of a 
sense of ethnic group attachment and loyalty, the majority 
of people are still capable of positively identifying with 
the Nation State. 
4.5.0.13 Authority and Decision-Making Codes 
Traditional Bantu societies are characterized by a high 
degree of variability with regard to who enjoys power and 
how this is exercised. This pattern of authority varies with 
the structural properties of ethnic groups, as Fortes and 
Evans-Pritchard have shown. Previous discussion of the 
structural differences of ethnic groups has established that 
in centralized political systems, interpersonal relations 
are conducted within a context of superordinacy-subordinacy 
which stands in marked contrast to the egalitarian and al-
most laissez-faire character of segmentary groups. 
Parental authority is marked by the contrast between an 
authoritarian father and a more or less permissive mother. 
People describe their fathers as being disciplinarian wheth-
er they belong to centralized ethnic groups or segmentary 
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ethnic groups. Domestic authority within the family can be 
described as elitist, with only a few persons actually in-
volved in prescribing decisions for all. This pattern of de-
cision-making can be found in traditional as well as modern 
families. Above the level of nuclear/extended family, three 
types of decision making exist among the Bantu. 
1. An elitist type in which all decisions were made by a 
few. 
2. A consensual mode where decisions reflected the con-
sensus of the members. 
3. A majoritarian form which emphasized decisions arrived 
at by the majority in the group. ·Individuals from central-
ized population groups express a preference for the elitist 
model in contrast to the consensual or majoritarian model 
preferred by the segmentary groups. 
Our study of Bantu authority systems will borrow from 
Paula Brown's classification. 10 ' classification. In a highly 
engaging discussion on patterns of authority in Africa, Pau-
la Brown takes issue with the Fortes and Evans-Pritchard 
typology of African political systems for two reasons: 
first, because the authors permitted a glaring omission by 
not considering "stateless societies in which association 
rather than a segmentary lineage system regulate political 
10
' Paula Brown, "Patterns of Authority in West Africa," in 
Africa, Vol.XXI (Oct.,l951),#4, pp.261-278. 
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relations; and second, because they fail to distinguish dif-
ferent types of authority and political structure in states. 
She then suggests a classification of political systems 
based on, a) the structure of authority wielding groups, and 
b) the types of authority exercised by occupants of authori-
ty roles. Brown claims that a careful examination of the au-
thority structures in African societies would reveal four 
basic types of society: 
1. Societies in which authority is exercised only in and 
through kinship groups: elementary family, the extended 
family, lineage or corporate clan. 
2. Societies where authoritative associations and kinship 
groups exercise authority. 
3. Societies where authority is exercised jointly by kinship 
groups, associations, and state organization. 
4. · Societies with state organization and subordinate kinship 
groups, with associations either absent or minor political 
importance. 
Defining authority as the ability of an authority holder 
to obtain obedience from his subordinates through use of 
sanctions directly or indirectly applied, Brown proposes 
three types of sanctions, namely moral sanctions, ritual 
sanctions, and legal sanctions or a combination of any of 
these. Moral sanction represents tradition and public opin-
ion expressed in mass action or verbalized by a person hold-
ing moral authority. Moral sanctions are effective where the 
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enforcer is held in high esteem by his subordinates or where 
the group shares a common set of values, the infringement of 
which automatically places one beyond the pale of his/her 
primary reference group. Ritual sanction derive from super-
natural forces supported by traditions. A ritual sanction is 
effective only when the ritual leader is able to convince 
the offender of his authority to invoke supernatural sanc-
tions against him. Legal sanctions are the application of 
threat of force, by a body so empowered, against those who 
have violated societal rules. The effectiveness of a legal 
sanction rests on the ability of the enforcer to apply the 
right amount of force to accomplish the desired punitive 
goal and also on the general willingness of the community to 
accept the directions of the authority. 
Brown then classified holders of authority according to 
whether they control moral, ritual or legal sanctions or 
some combination of these. In her first type of society in 
which the kinship group exercises authority, two tiers of 
authority roles were discerned: 
a) An extended family head who is vested with moral authori-
ty (based on traditional respect towards elders, a value 
shared by the majority in the wider society) which he uses 
to maintain order within the extended family. 
b) The head of the larger kinship group, the maximal lineage 
or localized clan who often controls ritual and limited le-
gal sanctions, combining the positions of chief priest and 
judge. In general, order and social cohesion in kinship 
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groups is maintained through the application of moral-ritu-
al, moral-legal, or rarely legal sanctions. 
In societies in which associations and kinship groups ex-
ercise authority (and he the focus is on those associations 
which exercise sanctions over groups extending beyond their 
own members) two kinds of associations may be distinguished: 
cult groups controlling legal sanctions and secular associa-
tions controlling legal sanctions. All two exercising moral 
sanctions within their associations with some combining both 
ritual and legal sanctions. These associations exercise au-
thority along with the lineage and clan heads that make up 
the kinship political community. 
In those societies in which authority is exercised by 
kinship groups, associations and state organization coopera-
tion among these three component parts is achieved through 
the principles of centralization and division of labour. 
Usually, a central executive council composed of lineage 
heads and leaders of the most important associations headed 
by the king is found. The king exe~cises ritual and legal 
authority aided by his council. Though his jurisdiction usu-
ally covers the entire state apparatus, for practical admin-
istrative reasons, local leaders are allowed some measure of 
ritual-legal in their various towns or villages except in 
serious offenses or disputes which require the attention of 
the king and his executive council. 
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The fourth type of authority system has a state organiza-
tion and subordinate kinship groups with politically impo-
tent associations. The authority system is defined by a 
highly centralized organization at the top of which is the 
king with wide legal powers at his disposal. The state usu-
ally covers a large territory and supports a heterogeneous 
population which makes it difficult for order to be effec-
tively maintained through moral and ritual sanctions~ the 
accent, therefore, is on legal sanctions. A highly organized 
state requires an elaborate legal system which defines and 
classifies all offenses and their appropriate punishments. 
We could apply this taxonomy to three of the ethnic 
groups we studied in the previous chapter in order to see 
their authority systems. The Kpe political system fits into 
the first type of authority system, where authority is exer-
cised only in and through the kinship groups. Among the Kpe, 
the extended family is the basic political unit and its head 
is usually the eldest member descended from the founder of 
the village. Because of his limited coercive powers, the 
village leader relies heavily on moral sanctions whose ef-
fectiveness is generally guaranteed because of the tradi-
tional respect Kpe accord elderly people and those whom they 
elect to govern them. The Banyang also regard the lineage 
group as the basic political unit and follow almost the same 
procedure as the Kpe in selecting its head. Here the simi-
larity ends, for the Banyang do have a number of politically 
powerful associations which in conjunction with the kinship 
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groups jointly exercise power. In the Banyang political com-
munity a clear cut division of labour exists between the 
lineage and village leaders. The former are primarily con-
cerned with lineage matters and their authority is limited 
to moral sanctions. The village leader's juridiction begins 
where that of the lineage head's ends~ beyond lineage group 
matters, the village leader enters the picture for it is he 
who presides over more serious matters like divorce and re-
turn of the bride wealth, property inheritance, land dis-
putes, etc. He therefore has access to both ritual and le-
gal sanctions, especially when such important associations 
as the Ngbe are drafted into the law and order enforcement 
act. Whereas among the Kpe regulatory associations are few, 
primarily social and of little political importance, the 
Banyang count a multiplicity of associations that are polit-
ically potent. These associations actively participate in 
the political process and account for extensive ritual and 
command powers which they exercise over groups that are be-
yond their own members. The importance of associations is 
evidenced in the fact that all the important lineage and 
village leaders are de facto members of some of the all pow-
erful associations like the Ngbe, holding high offices in 
them. 
The Bafut political structure depicts the interaction of 
three important component parts: kinship groups, regulatory 
associations and the Fon. The various kinship levels of po-
litical organization (the compound and ward heads) in Bafut 
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are vested with moral and limited legal authority. Each of 
the seven villages that make up the Bafut kingdom has its 
own chief who is autonomous to a certain extent but still 
regards the Fon as paramount. The various heads and village 
chieftains are all subordinate to the Fon who rules both as 
a secular monarch and a divinity aided by the all important 
regulatory association, the Kweyfon. The Kweyfon is also 
vested with secular and spiritual authority. Though Chilver 
and Kaberry see the Fon as "suzerain, distributor of re-
wards, as the dispenser of honours, as head of all associa-
tions of royals and commoners, as the center of a web of po-
litical communications and as the supreme judge, 110 he still 
cannot maintain effective control over his entire domain 
without delegating some authority to subordinates, nor can 
he rule effectively without the active support of the Kwey-
fon. Unlike the Banyang who permit a system of overlapping 
membership which makes it possible for a village head to 
hold membership simultaneously in one or more councils, 
residential community council, village level council, its 
inner chamber, and also in the Ngbe society; a Bafut village 
chief does not automatically qualify for position in the 
Kweyfon since his elevation to that body depends on factors 
other than the fact that he is a village chief. The Banyang 
system of overlapping membership allows leaders to assume 
11 ° Chilver, E.M. and Kaberry, P.M., "Traditional Government 
in Bafut, West Cameroon," in The Nigerian Field, XXVIII 
(January 1963). 
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different authority powers and postures depending on which 
particular role is currently occupied. Thus, a lineage lead-
er whose office entitles him only to the use of moral sanc-
tions can by changing roles concomittantly expand his power 
horizons. As a village leader, his powers are circumscribed 
by the functions he is allowed to perform, but in his capac-
ity as a high Ngbe official, this same individual assumes 
wider powers because his functions have expanded to corre-
spond with the new status. Only the Fon in the Bafut context 
can behave in this manner because it is he who delegates au-
thority to subordinates. He can, if he so elects, confine 
all authority to himself. It is however, the interplay in 
the authority domain among kinship groups, secret associa-
tions and the Fon that distinguishes Bafut political commu-
nity from the Banyang's. 
4.5.0.14 Political Power. 
"A chief is a chief by the people; a people are a people 
through the chief."lll This proverb shows the kind of link-
age that existed between leaders and the people· they led. 
The Bantu considered society to be a community, with leader-
ship designed to proceed toward the common good, with lead-
ers tied directly to the people they led. There were hidden 
laws that made it possible for the people to remove an in-
lll Sotho Proverb. 
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competent or irresponsible chief. As Macquet points out, 
"Coercion is a luxury which not all societies can af-
ford." 112 John Beattie has discerned a substantial number of 
restraints on political behavior, whether within segmented 
or in more centralized forms. 113 One category concerns the 
nature of political office holding in traditional society. 
The ruler or rulers, whether King, chief or group of elders 
were regarded as serving the society. They were there to 
punish law breakers, arbitrate disputes and ensure domestic 
tranquility. But they were to do so within the framework of 
existing custom. This custom gave them sanction and legiti-
macy, but it also imposed considerable restrictions on their 
behavior. Becoming a ruler meant assuming the responsibility 
of leading the community according to custom. 
A second category of restraint came from the "kinship 
net" that surrounded the chief. The leader was a member of a 
certain lineage~ he was responsible to it as a group and he 
was expected to take advice from his kinsmen in terms of 
their views of society and law. This kind of check on polit-
ical action was institutionalized in some societies. Among 
the Swazi and the Baganda, for example, a ruler's mother was 
regarded as having a sacred duty to admonish and rebuke him 
1 1 2 Jacques Maquet, Power and Society 
McGraw-Hill, 1971), p.95. 
in Africa (New York: 
113 John Beattie, "Checks on the Abuse of Political Power 
in Some African States~ A Preliminary Framework for 
Analysis", in Sociologus vol.9, #2 (1959), pp.97-115. 
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if he did not act in accordance with the accepted norms of 
the society. The elders in a given community were often re-
garded as an alternative source of legitimacy and a politi-
cal leader was obliged to get their opinions. As Oginga Od-
inga once wrote: "A chief did not issue orders. He sounded 
out the elders and when he said 'this is my decision' he was 
announcing not his personal verdict but an agreed point of 
v1ew. His function was not to lay down the law, but to con-
sult and arbitrate to learn the consensus of opinion and to 
keep the unity of his people." 114 
Councils were instrumental in curbing the power of lead-
ers. Among the Swazi for example, the King was always re-
ferred to as the Ngwenyama-in-council to signify his reli-
ance on this body to sanction his actions. Among the Sotho 
people, the national assembly was open to all and its ap-
proval was vital for any major policy decision. Those who 
ignored these bodies did so at their own peril. Indeed, the 
evidence suggests that most rulers in Bantu traditional so-
cieties felt that they had to rule by the consent of the 
governed. 
If a ruler exceeded his authority, he could be removed 
from office. Even among the centralized monarchies such as 
the Asante, there were recognized mechanisms for removing 
the King. By the destoolment process, Asante Kings were re-
l 1 4 Oginga Odinga, Not Yet Uhuru, (New York: 
1967), p.l2. 
Hill and Wang, 
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placed by the council if they attempted to rule arbitrari-
ly. 115 In many systems, considerable power was vested in 
councils and other bodies, which served to keep the leaders 
in check. For example, among the Shambala, a council of com-
monners not only watched the King's actions, they also nomi-
nated his successor. In short, the expectation that politi-
cal leaders would accept advice from their councils and 
advisors is a most persistent aspect of Bantu political tra-
ditions. 
Associations and age-sets also functioned as institution-
al checks on the abuse of power. Where they existed, the po-
litical authority was forced to take into account the wishes 
of the collective membership as well as those of the most 
prominent individuals within them. Among the Benin of Noge-
r1a, the Oba was faced with an impressive array of institu-
tions with which he had to validate public policy: important 
palace associations, town chiefs and a body of honorary 
chiefs with whom the Oba had to consult. 
Dynastic rivalry was another kind of check on political 
leadership. Most Bantu kingdoms that had hereditary offices 
based the selection on the choice of a royal or family coun-
cil. This caused considerable political instability within 
those systems and many plots and intrigues. A leader knew he 
1 1 5 A.K. Busia, The Position of the Chief in the Modern Po-
litical System--of Ashanti--(Oxford: Oxfora- University 
Press, 1951). 
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could be replaced and that other family members could easily 
replace him if he misbehaved. This led to a fear that sup-
port could be withdrawn and transfered to other candidates 
for the position. 
A final check on the abuse of political power worth men-
tioning here was sorcery or witchcraft. In many societies, 
leaders were afraid that they would be the target of sorcery 
if they deviated from accepted norms. The fact that even the 
most common citizen could be in possession of supernatural 
powers was a consistent check on the arbitrary use of polit-
ical power. 
We will end this section by saying that, Bantu tradition-
al society, although it often demanded strong leadership for 
protection and security, also constantly returned to the 
theme that political power should be subject to a number of 
formal and informal checks on its use. 
4.5.0.15 
- - --
Age and Wisdom in Politics 
Every Bantu society we reviewed holds the belief that age 
confers wisdom and that there is something special about the 
political knowledge of an older person. In segmented sys-
terns, the role of elders was considerable. They were con-
sulted to settle domestic quarrels as well as to proscribe 
public policy. They always exercised executive political 
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power. This is explained by the fact that traditional socie-
ties developed as communities of families. Even when the 
collectivity expanded, kinship lineages were of a major im-
portance in determining societal rank. Such a context favor-
ized not only social conformity, but also societal norms 
that did not change much over time. The basic BAntu assump-
tion that age denoted accumulated knowledge and wisdom was 
essentially correct. As a societal norm emerged, it was fur-
ther assumed that the elders who accumulated this store of 
knowledge could pass it on to the young. Elders who had 
lived their lives despite high mortality rates and warfare 
therefore became the repositories of knowledge and wisdom 
within their respective societies. Knowledge becomes wis-
dom, and wisdom equals power. The youth were inculcated with 
learning of their elders, and as they advanced through life 
they in turn became elders. Life had a definite rhythm and 
progression. This concept of legitimacy, based on age held 
the society together. Often decisions were made slowly, 
sometimes disputed by the youth but mostly the principle 
that the elders were correct in their decisions was accept-
ed. 
4.5.0.16 Functions of the Traditional State 
In varying degrees, the structures and functions, the in-
stitutions, the powers and processes we have analyzed in 
this chapter can be found among a variety of indigenous 
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States in sub-saharan Africa. One of the most remarkable 
features of traditional Africa is, as we said earlier, the 
presence of segmentary and centered political systems in 
Sub-Saharan Africa. 
When a political center emerges for a given territory, it 
combines physical, governmental, military, ritualistic and 
cultural attributes and functions. This makes it a multi-di-
mensional center. This political center symbolizes the unity 
of heterogeneous peoples and territories. It is a manifesta-
tion of the presence of a large-scale society and organiza-
tion directed and controlled from a common center. Thus, in 
centered societies, the concept of one replaces that of ma-
ny, and in it we witness an integrative impulse. 
The emergence of a common center in a traditional society 
is closely associated with the emergence of a common author-
ity. An indigenous State, from this perspective, is an ar-
rangement whereby a centralized authority makes decisions 
binding within a relatively large territory and society; 
statehood does not merely imply the capacity to implement 
decisions by backing them with force and sanctions. While it 
is true that every indigenous State has a centralized au-
thority, the degree of its concentration vary. Thus central-
ized authority has a segmentary distribution among the Tal-
lensi, somewhat monocentric in Banyang and amorphously 
shared in Oyo and in Benin. No matter the nature and struc-
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ture of its central authority, the indigenous State emerges 
as a strong cephalic system. 
In addition to a common center and a common authority, we 
noticed the emergence of specialized roles. A permanent rul-
ing class appears at the same time as military, legislative 
and executive organs. These specialized organs are concrete 
manifestation of the emergence of a State structure in tra-
ditional Africa. The indigenous State as a structure is on-
ly meaningful in terms of its functions. Here, one deliber-
ates on the social responsibilities of authority and 
considers, along with this, the purpose of leadership. One 
of its most important functions is the maintenance of social 
order. By social order we mean the coexistence of form, 
processes and stability. Hence, the traditional State was 
the bearer of peace. What all this amounts to is the func-
tioning of the socio-political structure in a regular and 
predictable fashion ~the absence of disruptive challenges 
and chaotic revolts in the system. Thus we can understand 
the social order to mean structural-functional stability 
permitting good role performances in society. 
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4.6 CONCLUSION 
This chapter has shown that despite the diversity in 
their structures, the traditional political systems of the 
Bantu shared underlying meaning principles which allowed 
them to perform a set of functions including social order 
and social efficiency. Segmentary or centered, traditional 
stuctures had the capacity to make decisions that would 
solve the major problems confronting society. Arising from 
this capacity for making choices is the historic event of 
survival of the two types of society in the same natural en-
vironment. If the basic importance of any structure is its 
function, its utility, we are led to the conclusion that hu-
man survival through it justifies its existence. 
It is also important to note the similarities in the 
principles of decision-making. While the organs that make 
decisions may differ and are invested with different author-
ity, they both employ consensus within whichever are the de-
cision making organs. Consensus is more than mere unanimity 
in group decision making. It is a search for harmony and 
equilibrium within the socio-political system. Consensus, 
starting with harmony in the decision-making groups of the 
elders or princes, is a design to create and sustain the so-
cial order, the traditional peace. 
It is this same harmony, peace and social order that mod-
ern States are trying to achieve. This study shows that 
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these goals can be reached while preserving the diversity of 
Bantu cultures. From both the continental and national 
points of view, the recognition of diversity is not incom-
patible with Bantu unity or with nation- building and na-
tional unity. The fusion, interaction of diverse cultures 
and national homogeneity should be seen as a long term stra-
tegic target. Recognition of diversity does not however 
mean the promotion of fragmentation or separation. The sug-
gestion that local cultures and traditions should be encour-
aged to develop and flourish is to be understood as having 
the objective of promoting the vitality and creativity of 
the common national heritage. After all, diversity is not as 
pronounced as we are sometimes made to believe. Culture fu-
sion, as a result of contact, education and economic devel-
opment is taking place all the time. 
The preparation of development programs and plans, ac-
cording to a UNESCO document, "requires that the cultural 
components proper to each society be taken into considera-
tion. Knowledge of their specific nature is a fundamental 
condition for success of any reform. Possession of all the 
necessary material and technical means is not enough to 
guarantee the success of an undertaking that is essentially 
social in its intention and its aims." 11 ' The document adds: 
"Whatever the practical options in economic development, the 
11
' UNESCO: International Governmental Conference on Cultur-
al Policies in Africa, Document SHC/75 AFRICACULT/3 Acc-
ra, p.49. 
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role of socio cultural structures is much more decisive than 
has been admitted during the past decades. Unless we are 
aware of the human factors and take them into consideration 
we cannot reduce the tensions and imbalances which accompany 
all social change and avoid misapprehensions which often 
have serious consequences." 117 
On the other hand, the goals of liberation and develop-
ment cannot be won except by recognition of diversity. New 
concepts of national unity that will take into account both 
traditional (based on religious, linguistic and ethnic 
ideas) and modern (as promoted by the colonial and the po-
stcolonial States) need to be formulated and implemented. 
Cultural diversity, given the right policies, can be a fac-
tor of equilibrium serving the cause of national integra-
tion, economic development and liberation. This is true on 
the national, regional and continental levels. 
117 UNESCO, op. cit. 
Chapter ~ 
PATTERNS OF SOLIDARITY. 
This chapter, will describe patterns of solidarity which 
bring the Bantu together. The cohesiveness of ethnic groups 
is crucial to the functioning of the authority patterns we 
analyzed in the previous chapter. We will consider three el-
ements of human interaction and interpret them as indicators 
of intergenerational solidarity. These elements are: fluency 
in the language of the ethnic group, the structure of the 
extended family, and the economics of prestation. These cul-
tural traits affect the ability of an ethnic group to main-
tain itself and persist overtime. The purpose of this sec-
tion is to show the relationship between some important 
cultural traits and the ability of a group to maintain it-
self. This maintenance of the group affects the process of 
Nation-building, a major feature of modernization in Africa. 
Our proposition is that group maintainance is necessary for 
the persistence of its cultural heritage. Instead of dis-
couraging the allegiance to ethnic groups, nation-builders 
should develop conflict resolution skills that will help 
them cope with the different manifestations of Bantu cul-
ture. Let us discuss some of these traits that have persist-
ed among the Bantu. 
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5.0.0.17 The Language 
- - - --
Language is the medium of transmission of spiritual and 
material elements of a shared cultural heritage across gen-
erations. It is like an an unbroken chain holding together 
the past and the present. To speak a language is to support 
and perpetuate a culture. Scholars 118 have recognized the 
importance of language as a cognitive symbol and a medium of 
communication in any society. It is agreed that the survival 
of an ethnic group is highly related to the persistence of 
its medium of communication. Language cannot exist divorced 
from the human community which it serves as a functional and 
symbolic tool; neither can a society endure for long denied 
of a means of communicating among members. Language serves 
as a vital link and a crucial determinant of ethnic group 
persistence and solidarity. People who express high ethnic 
group pride communicate with their fellow members exclusive-
ly or a great deal more in their ethnic group language. 
Since a language is preserved through its continued use, 
people who take pride in their language will make efforts to 
preserve it. When members who share the same culture select 
their language over other existing languages as a medium 
through which feelings and ideas will be communicated, then 
1 1 a N.Y.Hayakawa, Symbol, Status and Personality, (New York: 
Hartcourt, Brace and World, 1953). 
Frank Ford Nesbit, Language, Meaning and Reality, (New 
York: Exposition Press,l955). 
Leslie A. White, The Science of Culture, (New York: Far-
ras, Strauss and Cudahy, 1949T: 
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such members are concerned about the preservation not only 
of their language but the cultural individuality of that 
group. 
The traffic in ideas among members of the same ethnic 
group using their ethnic language as such a vehicle of 
transmission is an indication of intra group cohesiveness, 
contact, solidarity, and pride. This traffic is heavy 
throughout the areas where the BAntu live suggesting a high 
level of groups contact and solidarity. This level of group 
solidarity is not affected by environmental change. Thus, if 
a given group manifests a high level of intra-group cohesion 
and pride, then regardless of where the members are collec-
tively located, this level of group pride will persist. 
5.0.0.18 
- - --
The Extended Family 
The family is a group formed by the tie of blood or gene. 
The Bantu family is known as an extended family as opposed 
to the Western concept of the nuclear family. The extended 
family includes parents, their children, the grand-parents 
and other relatives such as uncles, aunts, nephews, nieces, 
cousins and all those related by blood. The extended family 
is the most fundamental of human groups, essential for re-
production and individual development. The family nurtures 
the individual with a sense of who he is and what the world 
is like. 
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R.G.Emblem uses the term "extended family" 1n a more 
technical sense to refer to more than one nuclear family 
living together or very near each other under the leadership 
of one person whose position is defined by rules of de-
scent. 11 ' The Bantu family structure is very complex because 
it expands the range of consanguineous relations, or member-
ship by blood, and affinity relations, or membership by mar-
riage. Social fatherhood may be distinct from physical fa-
therhood. For the Bantu, an illegitimate child has a 
physical father but no social father. Social fatherhood is 
usually determined by marriage, although the relationship 
between parent and child may be established by adoption. 
The elementary family provides the basis for the forma-
tion of domestic groups, people who live together in inti-
mate daily life. There is great variety among such groups. 
One common type is named the paternal family. The paternal 
family household consists of parents and their young unmar-
ried children. The group comes into existence with the birth 
of the first child in marriage; it continues to grow by the 
birth of other children. In a polygynous parental family, 
there are two or more mothers but only one father, and a 
mother and her children constitute a separate unit of the 
group. The patrilineally extended family is formed by a 
custom whereby sons remain in their father's family group, 
l l ' R.G.Emblem and Rodney Stark, eds., 
Mar, California: CRM Books, 1973). 
Society Today (Del 
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bringing their wives with them so that their children also 
belong to the group. Patrilineal societies are found all 
over the continent. Matrilineal societies are much less fre-
quent, but are predominant in East Africa. 120 
Let us discuss briefly some characteristics of family 
life such as marriage, bridewealth, taboos and kinship, in 
order to compare them with those practiced among today's 
Bantu's. In those days, it was very doubtful whether the 
"boy meets the girl" scenario could be conceived. All mar-
riages were prearranged by prospective in-laws. By marriage, 
certain existing relationships are changed, particularly 
those of the bride to her family. New social relationships 
are created not only between the husband and wife but also 
between the wife's relatives on the one hand and the hus-
band's relatives on the other. Marriage is thus a bond be-
tween two groups of persons, namely the kinfolk of the woman 
and those of the man. 
Bridewealth, the making of a payment of goods, services 
or cash by the groom to the bride's kinfolks, is an essen-
tial part of marriage legitimation. The institution of mar-
riage involves by its very nature a whole series of presta-
tions that we will discuss in the next section. These 
include social, legal and economic roles. One might think of 
it as a kind of insurance policy. 
120 Radcliffe Brown and Daryll Forde, eds., srstems of Kin-
ship and Marriage, (New York: O.U.P., 1967 • 
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The kinship system is a broader idea that encompasses 
family relationships, or relatives generally. Kinship sys-
tems determine the makeup of the family, in terms of who may 
marry whom, and also define patterns of inheritance and suc-
cession, descent and residence. Kinship also determines how 
various families are linked through marriage. Thus kinship 
systems are the the bases for for lineages and clans. The 
distinction between lineage and clan is that in a lineage 
group, each member can trace his genealogical connections 
with any other member of descent from a known common ances-
tor, whereas in a clan, which is usually a larger body, this 
is not possible. Clans may be subdivided into sub-clans 
which in turn may be divided into lineages. Membership of a 
clan is normally determined by birth. 
The family is a major source of social continuity and 
hence remains a remarkably resilient unit. Indeed, we find 
the Bantu family now as before involved in most of the major 
functions of social life including reproduction, child care, 
socialization, economic support, collective responsibility 
and status placement. Reproduction and child care being 
self explanatory, we will expand a bit more on socializa-
tion. The culture is passed on from one generation to the 
next chiefly through the family. It involves not only the 
gradual infusion of normative values generally, but in most 
cases also the progressive familiarization of the young with 
the various role-sets and responsibility of the community. 
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Distinctions of descent, sex and age assign the young to 
distinct roles and activities. The young are an integral 
part of the Bantu community, usefully engaged 1n its con-
cerns on the levels of household, village and clan, and con-
tinuously in contact with the elders whose roles they will 
eventually be called upon to fill. The social development of 
the young and the social continuance of the community, thus 
closely intertwined, become one and the same process. 
The social unit formed by 
without the moral consent and 
marriage cannot come 
the material support 
about 
of the 
larger community, for the selection of marriage partners is 
a major concern, if not entirely the business of the elders. 
The bridewealth requires as a rule the material contribution 
of many kinfolk. On the other hand, the newly formed social 
unit takes its place in the larger community as a responsi-
ble operating component, prepared to help others in emergen-
cy, as it is entitled to the help of others in time of need. 
The organization of the Bantu community as a more or less 
complex and subtly articulated social system makes enormous-
ly cohesive relations. Clan and lineage are almost always 
accountable for the deeds and misdeeds of any of their mem-
bers. Any honors obtained by any one in the kinship group 
reflect upon every individual within the group as conversely 
does any misdeed. In some societies such as the Ibo, the in-
dividual may have a larger amount of autonomy and initiative 
than in others, but nowhere is the individual isolated. 
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It was expected that as the Bantu migrate from rural to 
urban areas, there would be a tendency for the nuclear fami-
ly to become isolated from the extended family kin group 
that would make people think in terms of the nuclear family 
rather tha the extended family. The implications of this 
tendency for patterns of intra-gro cohesiveness and solidar-
ity would be grave, given that the extended family is the 
epicenter of the vast network of kinship ties which bind to-
gether members in traditional Bantu society. Sociologists 
and anthropologists 121 have studied this phenomenon and they 
almost unanimously agree that urban conditions do not weaken 
extended family ties. Parents still send their children to 
relatives in the rural areas for holidays or even for upbr-
inging. Urban households, like those in the rural areas, 
take in relatives from the rural villages, and rather than 
shrinking, the urban family remains large. There is a rural-
urban pattern of continuity maintained through frequent 
trips between town and village. The Muntu townsman considers 
himself an absentee villager and continues to perceive of 
himself as a member of a rural community. The Ghanaian so-
1 2 1 Josef Gugler, "Life in a Dual System: Eastern Nigerians 
in Town, 1961," in Cahiers d'Etudes Africaines, Vol.ll 
(1971), pp.400-421. 
Guy Pfefferman, Industrial Labor in the Republic of 
Senegal, (New York: Praeger, 1968). 
Aderanti Adepoju, "Migration and Socioeconomic Links be-
tween Urban Migrants and their Home Communities in Nige-
ria" in Africa, vol.44, 1974, pp.383-395. 
John Clidwell, African Rural-Urban Migration: The Move-
ment to Ghana's Towns, New york: Columbia University 
Press-,-1969. 
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ciologist Kofi Busia, has described this permanent bond be-
tween urban migrant and villager in these words: "A person's 
membership of his lineage binds him forever to the village 
where his lineage is located. Wherever he may go, however 
long he may be away, he belongs to his lineage town or vil-
lage. The economic and social obligations of kinship such as 
those connected with funerals marriage and divorce, as well 
as political allegiance and jural rights and status which 
are also tied up with kinship, keep alive his attachment to 
his native town or village." 122 This enduring attachment ex-
plains the strong rural-urban continuity _that we observe in 
Africa today. Group identity and loyalty is the subjective 
or behavioral identification between an individual and his 
ethnic group whose culture involves the mutual identifica-
tion of individuals because they come from the same ethnic 
group. A prerequisite for group cohesion is that members not 
only identify with each other but also maintain a high sense 
of pride in and loyalty toward the group. A major assumption 
of the study was that a sense of ethnic group identity would 
manifest itself in the friendship network of the ethnic 
group members in question. That is to say, a member who is 
proud of his ethnic ~roup will not only speak laudably of it 
but also will have a friendship network which includes many 
members from his ethnic group. 
1 2 2 Kofi Busia, Report on a Social Survey of Secondi-Takora-
di, (London: Crown Agents, 1960), p.73-.-
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There are three functions of the extended family: to 
provide for the social placement of its members, to provide 
for their physical well-being, and to provide for their 
eternal remembrance. Social placement is vitally important 
because, to be a full and legitimate free member in the so-
ciety with full rights to be heard, one must be able to es-
tablish his position in an extended family. Social placement 
determines one's right to the collective resources of the 
community and descent group. 
The physical well-being of the individual is still depen-
dent upon material objects and upon access to the resources 
in terms of land, forests, hunting and fishing territory, 
articles of possession, currency, and above all, the good 
will of his fellow members of the extended family, the real 
resource in times of need. There is also the major consider-
ation that good health guarantees a successful offspring. 
The basis of good health has a spiritual dimension, and it 
is here that eternal life comes into play. For the Bantu, 
the community is an ongoing unity of the dead, the living 
and the unborn. A healthy, successful offspring assures that 
family members will never neglect care for family graves, 
make sacrifices and act as the living on earth members of an 
ongoing community. 
In summary then, the individual Muntu has matters which 
are considered his own personal affair, others which he 
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shares with his kins, the lineage head and the family chief. 
Beyond these, he maintains a relationship with the deceased 
elders of his lineage, and with the world of spirits that 
may include his ancestors. 
5.1 THE ECONOMICS OF PRESTATION 
As we noted above, prestation is a system in which giving 
may be used to create social obligations. An analysis of its 
mechanisms will help us understand the intensity of intra-
group solidarity. This system system has been practiced by 
all Bantu; among most ethnic groups, the right of ownership 
is at the same time both individual and collective, similar-
ly as an individual is, first and foremost, a member of a 
descent group. 123 This membership is not of a submissive na-
ture; rather, the individuality is totally absorbed by the 
group or the individual cannot exist apart from the 
group. 124 Members of the descent group are responsible for 
the production and consumption of basic necessities such as 
food and shelter. In addition, most special skills to trans-
l 2 3 
l 2 4 
Biletsi, E.,"La Solidarite Chez les 
Congolaises, XI,#l (1968) p.l9. 
Ambuum."in Etudes 
De Cleene, N., "Le · Clan Matrilineal dans la 
digene" in Memoires, Institut Royal Colonial 
tion des Sc1ences Morales et Politiques #8, 




Doutreloux, A., "Introduction ala Culture Kongo."in 
Miscellanea Ethnographica, Musee Royal de !'Afrique 
Centrale, Anales, Serie in 8, Sciences Humaines, #46, 
(Tervuren: Belgique, 1963r- -
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form raw materials to finished products as baskets, nets, 
wooden objects, are found within the extended family. The 
extended family also assures its continuation by maintaining 
responsibility for the inculcation of traditional values in 
new members. Thus, the prestation system fosters harmony 
within the production group. 
In traditional societies, solidarity transfers between 
persons are an outward manifestation of a more or less per-
manent relationship, cementing bonds between individuals or 
between social groups. As such, they may also be considered 
more sharing or generosity to be continued throughout the 
individual's life. Such virtues are impressed on children 
from the earliest years and the continued manifestation of 
generosity throughout life is a prerequisite to obtaining 
prestige in the ethnic environment. 
The most extensive sharing relationships occur between 
members of the same descent group, where sharing acts to re-
inforce the kinship ties. A proverb from the Mai-Ndombe 
area (Western Zaire) illustrate the role of reciprocity as 
the binder of traditional society: "A hut wears away at the 
corners; without reciprocity, kinship crumbles." 125 The in-
tensity of generosity within a descent group makes it possi-
ble to consider economic well-being as a primary function of 
1 2 5 Mpase, M.N., L'evolution de la Solidarite Traditionelle 
en Milieu Rural et Urbain au Zaire." (Kinshasa: Presses 
Universitaires du-zaire, 1974), p.92-93. 
171 
this unit. The distribution of game, bridewealth, death pay-
ments, the provision of services, granting of loans or 
gifts, or sharing of capital equipment to group members en-
sure that generosity is the cohesive basis for traditional 
society. Even marriage does not alter the nature of this 
tie, as in many ethnic groups there is no word for nuclear 
family. Each spouse remains the representative of his re-
spective group. 
The exchange of tokens is the basis for all social trans-
actions including marriage, funeral, and palavers. The more 
weighty the matter, the greater the value of the ex-
change. 12 ' Gifts must be reciprocated and the reciprocal is 
often more of a symbolic nature than an attempt to balance 
the original. Palm wine is usually exchanged and consumed on 
the spot. Hospitality is important. Food is commonly shared. 
Meals or small amounts of food are given to kinsmen of all 
ranks. Anyone refusing to share food would be renouncing his 
kinship and the basis for his status in rural societies. 
When food is marketed, the proceeds are shared. 
The timing of gifts is linked to certain major events in 
the life cycle of an individual. The most important occasion 
for distribution of goods is the institution of bridewealth. 
Since marriage is a symbol of a union between clans rather 
l 2 6 MacGaffey, W. 
(Los Angeles: 
p.l04. 
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than individuals, bridewealth is transferred from the rela-
tives of the young man to those of the young woman to mark 
the agreement of the receptive clans to the union. A fur-
ther opportunity for the redistribution of wealth is a fu-
neral. Contributions to the family of the deceased are made 
in cash or kind, with the latter often taking the form of 
cloth or blankets to envelop the body . 
Colonialists tried to fight the prestation system because 
they thought it encouraged parasitism, a phenomenon that put 
an additional burden in the mind of the urban worker. The 
Bantu themselves viewed the prestation system as a reservoir 
of savings which, if invested in school fees, served to 
boost the level of education of the population at large. By 
thus channeling surplus funds towards a more positive use, 
the prestation system held down luxury consumption and hence 
contributed to a more effective allocation of scarce foreign 
exchange. 
The modern days Muntu still functions to a greater extent 
within that same social and economic network. It goes with-
out saying that modern life has introduced some modifica-
tions into the prestation system, but the philosophy behind 
the practice has not been altered. In the urban area, the 
extended family is no longer the main production and con-
sumption unit. The market mechanism has substituted mass 
produced items for many of the goods previously produced by 
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extended family members. The resulting monetization of pro-
duction and consumption has led to a monetization of family 
obligations. This placed a greater burden of solidarity pay-
ments on the wage earners, increasing their share of the 
traditional solidarity payments. 
Visits impose the obligation of hospitality. This occurs 
whether a family member arrives in the city to take up per-
manent residence or for a short visit. A return ticket is 
expected to be provided to the relative returning to the ru-
ral area. The obligation is often extended to non-family 
members from the same village or to persons with whom the 
relationship would have been considerably weaker in the ru-
ral areas. Often children are sent to the city to be educat-
ed at the expense of the urbanite. This constitute a process 
of investment 1n human capital by savings forced from the 
urbanite. 12 ' In some occasions this represents the continua-
tion of traditional education by the uncles. These visitors 
occasionally bring sacks of produce or perform domestic 
tasks in exchange for hospitality, but the value is usually 
inferior to that given by the urbanite. Another extension of 
traditional patterns of hospitality is the sharing of food 
with friends from the city who may be in difficult situ-
at ions. 
127 Lux, A., "Les Avantages Economiques du Parasitisme dans 
les Villes Africaines" in Folia Scientifica Africae Cen-
tralis, #3 (1959), pp.49-53. 
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The use of a traditional practice like the prestation 
system to cover non-traditional needs like the lack of unem-
ployment compensation and residence in urban areas, shows 
that the Bantu have internalized some positive traditional 
values that help them solve some of their problems today. 
This practice is just one among others that help keep the 
ethnic group together. We will now focus our attention to 
the resilience of ethnicity as a major characteristic of the 
Bantu. 
5.2 CHANGE AND RESILIENCE 
In nis work on revolution and family patterns, William 
Goode concludes that the ideology of the conjugal family has 
generally entered a country before any substantial industri-
alization has taken place. 128 The main points of his argu-
ment may be summarized as follows. First, mobility brought 
about by industrialization decreases both the amount and the 
closeness of contact between kin. Second, evolving differ-
ences in income levels and corresponding life styles often 
lead to lessen rapport among relatives. Third, the rise of a 
multiplicity of agencies, organizations and programs to pro-
vide protection, mutual aid, socialization and so on, help 
to loosen the kinship bonds in evolving urban industrial 
l 2 8 William J. Goode, World Revolution and Family Patterns, 
(New York: Free Press 1963). 
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areas. Finally, industrialization also introduces value sys-
tems which give priority to competitive achievement over at-
tributes of birth and social origin. 129 
These are of course broad and long term trends which, as 
William Goode is careful to point out, allow for many varia-
tions and fluctuations, even temporary reversals. Clearly, 
not all parts and aspects of kinship systems and family 
structures are affected at the same time in a process of 
change. Also, unless one makes the mistake of conceiving of 
social change as if it were some sudden explosion, there can 
be no doubt that even relatively rapid change implies a fair 
degree of cultural continuity. 130 Western-style education 
was expected to disengage the nuclear family from the web of 
the extended family obligations. Mpase who studied the evo-
lution of traditional solidarity in rural and urban Zaire 
concluded that this effect was not often achieved. 131 Other 
scholars have also noted a similar effect, i.e. an increase 
in responsibility of the educated towards their less educat-
ed fellows, stemming from an awareness of their expected 
role within the society. 132 Most of those interviwed by La-
l 2 9 
l 3 0 
l 3 l 
l 3 2 
Goode, 2E· cit. 
Madu Oliver, Models of Class Domination in Plural Socie-
ties of Central Africa, (Washington: University Press of 
America, 1978). 
Mpase, M.N., op. cit. 
Lafontaine, J.S., City Politics, A Study of Leopold-
ville, 1962-1963, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1970), p.lOO. 
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fontaine who had a higher level of education, had a higher 
income level and they almost unanimously admitted that their 
ability to participate in the prestation system was in-
creased by this fact, negating the premise that education 
would decrease this aspect of intergroup solidarity. 
Chapter VI 
CONCLUSIONS 
The purpose of this chapter is to summarize the findings, 
to state policy recommendations that grow out of the find-
ings and to present the questions that this study raises for 
future research. 
We set out to identify, describe, analyze and evaluate 
the elements of Bantu culture that remain invariant during 
the process of modernization, namely the hierarchy of values 
with man at the highest level, the intergenerational soli-
darity system with vital participation of the individual as 
the driving force of life in the community and finally, the 
communion of purpose between the living, the dead and the 
future generations. 
These traits, shared by all Bantu express a common cul-
ture underlying a variety of institutional frameworks to be 
found throughout the subcontinent. 
We examined the hypothesis that Bantu traditional values, 
passed on from generation to generation through oral history 
have remained resilient. Thus the necessity: 1) to piece 
them together for the purpose of identifying uniquely Bantu 
authority codes~ 2) to analyze the terms of modern political 
- 177 -
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and social institutions to reflect those traditional values 
so that Bantu societies can maintain organic solidarity with 
their past. 
This problem required the following: 
1. Identification and description of the Bantu World-view 
based on the empirical research done by distiguished philos-
ophers and ethnologists. 
2. Statement of the Invariance Hypothesis which served as 
the theoretical framework for this thesis. 
3. Description of a sample of traditional political systems 
in order to analyze the relationship between traditional 
values and social institutions. 
We found . out that, under the the assumptions of the In-
variance Hypothesis, symbolic meaning codes constitute the 
underlying principles that determine the actions of collec-
tivities within the social system. These meaning codes are 
assumed to be unaffected by modernization. Therefore, we as-
sumed that political and social institutions that regulate 
life in Bantu communities must be a reflection of these tra-
ditional values. 
In order to determine the relationship between tradition-
al values and social institutions, we studied them in their 
original milieu, that is, the pre-European period analyzing 
the different kinds of political systems of those days. We 
studied the relationship between values and patterns of au-
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thority and between values and patterns of solidarity. This 
allowed us to assess that traditional Bantu had political 
and social institutions that regulated the everyday affairs 
of the community. By looking at some manifestations of these 
values,- i.e. authority patterns within smaller units like 
the extended family, fluency in the language of the ethnic 
group, inter- and intra-group contact and solidarity - we 
were able to assess that those values have remained the same 
despite the environmental change caused by modernization. 
This compeled us to ask the following question: How do 
these findings relate to coping with the world around us? 
In order to achieve political integration and to equip the 
Bantu with a modern institutional framework, leaders must be 
cognizant of two important facts: first that the arbitrary 
formation of colonial territories and the oppressive nature 
of the colonial state were not favorable for the emergence 
of a national sentiment based on them; second, that the per-
sistence of traditional values suggests that people will 
continue to be loyal to their primordial ties along ethnic 
lines and that this loyalty is not necessarily incompatible 
with loyalty to the modern Nation State. 
This dichotomy between the artificiality of the colonial 
boundaries and the strength of ethnicity calls for another 
dual situation. Borrowing from Baum's classification, Bantu 
societies are consociational regimes at the Nation State 
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level and consociational hierarchies at the regional level. 
This means that if a Nation is to come out of the political 
territories created by the colonialists, primacy must be as-
signed to the integration of the different subnations into 
one homogeneous Nation. At the regional level, the cohesive-
ness of ethnic groups should be encouraged rather than de-
stroyed. Ethnic loyalties will not disappear as evidenced by 
the persistence of traditional values. The technical diffi-
culties that make it impossible to eliminate those colonial 
boundaries will be irrelevant once we recognize the impor-
tance of ethnicity in national development. For example, the 
borders between Zaire, Zambia and Angola will be inexistant 
if Lunda ethnicity is called upon to play a role in the de-
velopment of that particular subregion. 
So, in the ethnically pluralistic societies of Africa, 
national integration involves the interplay between ethnic 
group attachments and national loyalties. Leaders must rec-
ognize the permanence of ethnic groups and seek to include 
them in the concert of one panafrican nation. Rather than 
defining a common nationality within the artificial limits 
traced by colonialists who had other goals in mind, leaders 
should place emphasis on creating a heterogeneous African 
Nation with unity in diversity as the ultimate goal. This 
thesis has laid the foundations for such a continental Na-
tion, pointing to those values that unite all the Bantu peo-
ple. 
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These findings suggest that those in charge of building 
nations in Africa take into account the following recommen-
dations: 
l. Efforts to restructure existing institutional arrange-
ments in Africa will be very painful if they do not consider 
the traditional values of the people. Attempts to take away 
existing political, economic and social functions from the 
individual, the family, the lineage or the village will be 
not only difficult but also self-destructive. Governments 
should be cognizant of the importance of implementing social 
and political institutions that will reflect traditional 
values. This will make those institutions legitimate, a 
necessary condition for effective functioning. 
2. Modernization brings with it a whole set of new activ-
ities such as banking, electrification, dam building, ship-
ping and mining. 
traditional setting 
These activities were not present in the 
and hence the necessity to create new 
institutions that will cope with them. Once again, these in-
stitutions must reflect the traditional value system of the 
group in order to survive and serve the purpose for which 
they were created. 
3. A social grouping may perform several functions. The 
village may be at the same time a religious unit, a ~oliti­
cal unit, or an economic unit. Thus, a school may be at the 
same time an educational, a political and a religious insti-
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tution. The African people are ready to accept new institu-
tions that will perform new functions, or to use the old in-
stitutions for the performance of new functions. This re-
quires skilled social engineering that will integrate tradi-
tional values. 
This study raises the question of what kind of institu-
tional framework will emerge in Africa in order to reach 
that goal of creating one strong Panafrican Nation. Develop-
ment requires a philosophy, a visison of society, an "au-
thentic ideology" that mobilizes and harmonizes the values 
and aspirations of a people. For 
selection of an alternate model 
the Bantu, this means a 
of development different 
from the dominant modernization theory inherited from the 
repressive colonial State and perpetuated by the current 
neo-colonial regimes. This new model will emphasize pride in 
Bantu traditions and a rejection of all forms of neo-coloni-
alism. 
We will close by inviting social scientists to investi-
gate and propose institutional arrangements that will pro-
mote a stable co-existence between the political territorial 
State inherited from colonialism and regional political 
groupings organized along ethnic lines. 
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